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PREFACE 


I N the graveyard of one of the pleasantest villages in 
Bedfordshire, standing in the undulating beautifully 
wooded country that is typical of that part of the Ouse 
Valley, there lies buried a certain Joseph Betts, late husband 
of my maternal grandmother’s sister Mary Ann, herself the 
most exquisite cook of a floury potato, with butter sauce, 
that ever lived in that district This Joseph Betts, bom at 
the very beginning of the Hungry ’Forties, brought up to a 
Church m which the serpent was still part of the Sunday 
morning orchestra, able to recall the arrival of news of the 
Crimea by a messenger from London on a white horse, was 
the original of my Uncle Silas. 

I have always thought it a fatal policy for an author to set 
out to explain his own work, but there are pomts about my 
Unde Silas, and his original, m which the reading pubhc 
may be mterested. It is not often that a short-story writer 
succeeds, even by accident, m producing a character which 
continues to devdop an existence through several stories, 
unless that character happens to be himself. And when, five 
or six years ago, I wrote the first of these stories. The Lily , 
it did not for a moment occur to me to repeat or develop 
this picture of a rural reprobate When I did repeat it, m 
The Wedding and The Death of Uncle Silas , I was astonished 
to find that a large pubhc had already acclaimed it and was 
apparently ready to go on acdaiming it enthusiastically. 
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The Death of Uncle Silas produced, in fact, a larger volume 
of correspondence than any full-length book of mine has 
done before or since: a delighted but protesting correspond- 
ence, m which Americans and Colonials, Enghsh and Irish, 
critics and all kinds of unknown people, demanded the 
resurrection of Uncle Silas as soon as possible. 

The ultimate result of that demand is this book. The 
Enghsh character still contains m it, generally, very strong 
elements of the Puritan You see it at its fiercest, in conflict, 
in artists like D. H Lawrence, at its pettiest m magistrates 
who remonstrate with young ladies who appear in court 
without stockings or reprove young men who appear m 
sports coats But now and then the stream of the original 
Adam, rich and lusty and robust, comes straight through, 
undiluted and unpurified. This strong original devihshness 
spouts up m characters like my Uncle Silas, who, it is signi- 
ficant to note, spent his life of more than ninety years in a 
district which still flaunts its sprig of oak-leaves for King 
Charles on the 29th of May. an unconscious protest against 
the Puritanical poison in the Enghsh blood. Certainly there 
was no strain of the Puritan m my Unde Silas, who got 
gloriously and regularly drunk, loved food and the ladies 
and good company, was not afraid to wear a huge and flam- 
boyant buttonhole, told hes, got the better of his fellow-men 
whenever the chance offered itself, used a scythe like an 
angel, was a wonderful gardener, took the local lord’s 
pheasants, and yet succeeded m rem aining an honest, 
genuine and lovable character. 

Silas is, therefore, an authentic figure The scenes and 
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incidents in which he appears are, too, very close to life 
The picture of his small thatched house, the sun-steeped 
garden with its flowers and gooseberry-trees, the Maiden’s 
Blush rose flowering by the open door, the scarlet lily itself, 
the wood with its wild strawberries, the surrounding 
meadows rich with meadowsweet and pink orchis and moon- 
daisy, are all things which have the dearest associations for me 
in memory. Consequently certain stories, in particular The 
Lily , The Wedding , which my sister and I still remember as one 
of the golden days of our childhood. The Revelation, smce 
Silas m plain truth never washed himself, Silas the Good, 
which is almost as he himself related it to me, and The Death 
of Uncle Silas, are all so near to reality that they needed only 
the slightest recolouring on my part Others, notably The 
Race, A Funny Thing, and A Happy Man, have been inspired 
by that sort of apocryphal legend which is the inheritance 
of every country child who keeps his ears cocked when men 
are talking To those who find these stones too Rabelaisian, 
far-fetched or robust, my reply would be that, as pictures 
of English country life, they are m reality understated. 

Finally, smce memory is inexhaustible, there seems to be 
no reason why, within proper limits, this happy lusty and 
devilish character, who was up to all the tricks for nearly a 
hundred years, should not have spirit enough to fill another 
story or two beyond these pages If that should happen it is 
my great hope that I shall again be lucky enough to have the 
collaboration of Mr. Edward Ardizzone, whose crabbed and 
crusty pictures are so absolutely and perfectly in the spint 
of every page they illustrate. H. E. Bates 
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M y Great-uncle Silas used to live m a small stone reed- 
thatched cottage on the edge of a pine-wood, where 
ni ghtingales sang passionately in great numbers through 
early summer mghts and on into the mornings and often 
still in the afternoons On summer days after ram the air was 
sweetly saturated with the fragrance of the pmes, which 
min gle d subtly with the exquisite honeysuckle scent, the 
strange vanilla heaviness from the creamy elder-flowers in 
the garden hedge and the perfume of old pink and white 
crimped-double roses of forgotten names It was very quiet 
there except for the soft, water-whispering sound of leaves 
and boughs, and the squabbling and singing of birds in the 
house-thatch and the trees The house itself was soaked with 
years of scents, half-sweet, half-dimly-sour with the smell 
of wood smoke, the curious odour of mauve and milk- 
coloured and red geraniums, of old wine and tea and the 
earth smell of my Unde Silas himself 
It was the sort of house to which old men retire to enjoy 
their last days Shuffling about in green carpet-slippers, 
they do no thing but poke the fire, gloomily chp their beards, 
read the newspapers with their spectacles on upside down, 
take too much physic and die of boredom at last 
But my Unde Silas was different. At the age of ninety- 
three he was as lively and restless as a young colt He shaved 
every morning at half-past five with cold water and a razor 
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older than himself which resembled an antique barbaric bill- 
hook He still kept alive within him some gay, devilish spark 
of audacity which made him attractive to the ladies. He ate 
too much and he drank too much 
‘God strike me if I tell a he,’ he used to say, ‘but I’ve drunk 
enough beer, me boyo, to float the fleet and a drop over.’ 

I remember seemg him on a scorching, windless day in 
July He ought to have been asleep m the shade with his 
red handkerchief over his old walnut-coloured face, but when 
I arrived he was at work on his potato-patch, digging steadily 
and strongly in the full blaze of the sun 
Hearing the chck of the gate he looked up, and seeing me, 
waved his spade The potato-patch was at the far end of the 
long garden, where the earth was warmest under the wood- 
side, and I walked down the long path to it between rows of 
fat-podded peas and beans and full-fruited bushes of currant 
and gooseberry By the house, under the sun-white wall, the 
sweet-williams and white pinks flamed softly against the hot 
mangolds and the orange poppies flat opened to drink in the 
sun. 

‘Hot,’ I said 

‘Warmish ’ He did not pause in his strong, rhythmical 
digging The potato-patch had been cleared of its crop and 
the sun-withered haulms had been heaped against the hedge. 
‘Peas?’ I said The conversation was inevitably laconic 
‘Taters,’ he said. He did not speak again until he had 
dug to the edge of the wood There he straightened his back, 
blew his nose on his red handkerchief, let out a nonchalant 
flash of spittle, and cocked his eye at me. 
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‘Two crops/ he said ‘Two crops from one bit o’ land 
How’s that, me boyo ? Every heard talk o’ thaP’ 

‘Never ’ 

‘And you’d be telling a he if you said you had Because I 
know you ain’t ’ 

He winked at me, with that swift cock of the head and the 
perky flicker of the lid that had in it all the saucy jauntmess 
of a youth of twenty He was very proud of himself He was 
domg something extraordinary and he knew it There was 
no humbug about him 

Sitting in the low shade of the garden hedge I watched 
him, waiting for him to finish digging He was a short, 
thick-built man, and his old corduroy trousers concertina- 
folded over his squat legs and his old wine-red waistcoat 
ruckled up over his heavy chest made him look dwarfer and 
thicker still He was as ugly as some old Indian idol, his skin 
walnut-stained and scarred like a weather-cracked apple, his 
cheeks hanging loose and withered, his lips wet and almost 
sensual and a trifle sardonic with their sideways twist and 
the thick pout of the lower lip His left eye was bloodshot, 
a thin vem or two of scarlet staining the white, but he kept 
the lid half-shut, only raising it abruptly now and then with 
an odd cockmg-flicker that made him look devilish and 
sinister The sudden gay, jaunty flash of his eyes was electric, 
immortal I told him once that he’d live to be a thousand 
‘I shall,’ he said. 

When he had finished the digging and was scrapmg the 
light sun-dry soil from his spade with his flattened thumb I 
got up languidly from under the hedge. 
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‘Don’t strain yourself,’ he said 

He shouldered his spade airily and walked away towards 
the house and I followed him, marvelling at his age, his 
strength, and his tirelessness under that hot sun. Half-way 
up the garden path he stopped to show me his gooseberries 
They were as large as young green peaches. He gathered a 
handful, and the bough, relieved of the weight, swayed up 
swiftly from the earth When I had taken a gooseberry he 
threw the rest mto his mouth, crunching them like a horse 
eating fresh carrots. Something made me say, as I sucked 
the gooseberry 

‘You must have been born about the same year as 
Hardy.’ 

‘Hardy’’ He cocked his bloodshot eye at me ‘What 
Hardy?’ 

‘Thomas Hardy ’ 

He thought a moment, crunching gooseberries 

‘I recollect him Snotty litde bit of a chap, red hair, always 
had a dew-drop on the end of his nose One o’ them Knotting 
Fox Hardies Skinny lot I recollect him.’ 

‘No, not him I mean another Hardy. Different man.’ 

‘Then he was afore my time ’ 

‘No, he was about your time You must have heard of him 
He wrote books ’ 

The word finished him- he turned and began to stride off 
towards the house ‘Books,’ I heard him mutter, ‘Books!’ 
And suddenly he turned on me and curled his wet red hps 
and said m a voice of devastating scorn, his bloodshot eye 
half-angry, half-gleeful: 
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‘I daresay ’ And then in a flash ‘But could he grow 
goosegogs like that 5 ” 

Without pausing for an answer, he strode off again, and I 
followed him up the path and out of the blazing white after- 
noon sun mto the cool, geranium-smelling house, and there 
he sat down m his shirt-sleeves in the big black-leathered 
chair that he once told me his grandmother had left him, 
with a hundred pounds sewn m the seat that he sat on for 
ten years without knowing it. 

‘Mouthful o’ wine?’ he said to me softly, and then before 
I had time to answer he bawled mto the silence of the 
house. 

‘Woman! If you’re down the cellar bring us a bottle o’ 
cowslip 1 ’ 

‘I’m upstairs,’ came a voice. 

‘Then come down And look slippy ’ 

‘Fetch it yourself!’ 

‘What’s that, y’old tit 5 I’ll fetch you something you 
won’t forget m a month o’ Sundays D’ye hear 5 ’ There 
was a low muttering and rumbling over the ceiling. ‘Fetch 
it yourself,’ he muttered. ‘Did ye hear that? Fetch it 
yourself 1 ’ 

‘I’ll fetch it,’ I said 

‘You sit down,’ he said ‘What do I pay a housekeeper for? 
Sit down She’ll bang it ’ 

I sat down m the broken-backed chair that m summer time 
always stood by the door, proppmg it open The deep roof 
dropped a strong black shadow across the threshold but 
outside the sun blazed unbrokenly, with a still, mtense mid- 
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summer light There was no sound or movement from any- 
thing except the bees, droll and drunken, as they crawled 
and tippled down the yellow and blue and dazzling white 
throats of the flowers And sitting there waitrng for the wine 
to come up, listening to the bees working down mto the 
heart of the silence, I saw a flash of scarlet in the garden, 
and said 

*1 see the lily’s in bloom ’ 

And as though I had startled him, Uncle Silas looked up 
quickly, almost with suspicion 
‘Ah, she’s m bloom,’ he said 

I was wondering why he always spoke of the lily as though 
it were a woman, when the housekeeper, her unlaced shoes 
clip-dopping defiantly on the wooden cellar-steps and the 
bnck passage, came m with a green wine-bottle, and, slap- 
ping it down on the table, went out again with her head 
stiffly uplifted, without a word 
‘Glasses 1 ’ yelled my Uncle Silas 
‘Bringing ’em if you can wait 1 ’ she shouted back 
‘Well, hurry then' And don’t fall over yourself 1 ’ 

She came back a moment or two later with the glasses, 
which she clapped down on the table just as she had done 
the wine-bottle, defiantly, without a word She was a 
scraggy, frosty-eyed woman, with a tight, almost lipless 
mouth, and as she stalked out of the door my Unde Silas 
leaned across to me and said in a whisper just loud enough 
for her to hear. 

‘Tart as a stick of old rhubarb ’ 

‘What’s that you’re saying?’ she said at once. 
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‘Never spoke Never opened me mouth.’ 

‘I heard you 1 ’ 

‘Go and put yourself m curling pins, you old straight 
hook 1 ’ 

‘I’m leaving,’ she shouted. 

‘Leave 1 ’ he shouted ‘And good riddance ’ 

‘Who’re you talking to, eh’ Who’re you talking to, you 
corrupted old devil’ You ought to be ashamed of yourself* 
If you weren’t so old I’d warm your breeches till you couldn’t 
sit down I’m off ’ 

She flashed out, chp-cloppmg with her untied shoes along 
the passage and upstairs while he chanted after her, in his 
devilish, goadmg voice * 

‘Tart as a bit of old rhubarb 1 Tart as a bit of old 
rhubarb 1 ’ 

When the house was silent again he looked at me and 
winked his bloodshot eye and said ‘Pour out,’ and I filled 
the tumblers with the clear sun-coloured wine As we drank 
I said, ‘You’ve done it now,’ and he winked back at me 
again, knowing that I knew that she had been leavmg every 
day for twenty years, and that they had quarrelled with 
each other day and night for nearly all that time, secretly 
loving it 

Sitting by the door, sippmg the sweet, cold wine, I looked 
at the lily again Its strange, scarlet, turk’s-cap blossoms had 
just begun to uncurl m the July heat, the colour hot and 
passionate against the snow-coloured pmks and the cool 
larkspurs and the stiff spikes of the madonnas, sweet and 
virgin, but like white wax Rare, exotic, strangely lovely, the 
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red lily had blossomed there, untouched, for as long as I 
could remember 

‘When are you gomg to give me a little bulb off the lily’’ I 
said 

‘You know what I’ve always told you,’ he said ‘You can 
have her when I’m dead You can come and dig her up then 
Do what you like with her ’ 

I nodded He drank, and as I watched his skinny throat 
filling and relaxing with the wine I said 

‘Where did you get it’ In the first placed’ 

He looked at the almost empty glass. 

‘I pinched her,’ he said 

‘How?’ 

‘Never mind Give us another mouthful o’ wine * 

He held out his glass, and I rose and took the wine-bottle 
from the table and paused with my hand on the cork. ‘Go on,’ 
I said, ‘tell me ’ 

‘I forget,’ he said ‘It’s been so damn long ago ’ 

‘How long’’ 

‘I forget,’ he said. 

As I gave him back his wine-filled glass I looked at him 
with a smile and he smiled back at me, half-cunning, half- 
sheepish, as though he knew what I was thinking. He 
possessed the vividest memory, a memory he often boasted 
about as he told me the stories of his boyhood, rare tales of 
prize-fights on summer mornings by isolated woods very 
long ago, of how he heard the news of the Crimea, of how he 
took a candle to church to warm his hands against it m the 
dead of winter, and how when the parson cried out ‘And he 
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shall see a great light, even as I see one now!’ he snatched up 
the candle in fear of hell and devils and sat on it ‘And I 
can put my finger on the spot now ’ 

By that smile on his face I knew that he remembered about 
the hly, and after taking another long drink of the wine he 
began to talk His voice was crabbed and rusty, a strong, 
ugly voice that had no softness or tenderness in it, and his 
half-shut, bloodshot eye and his wet, curled bps looked 
rakish and wicked, as though he were acting the villainous 
miser m one of those travelling melodramas of his youth 
‘I seed her over in a garden, behind a wall,’ he said ‘Big 
wall, about fifteen feet high We were banging in hard 
a-carrymg hay and I was on the top o’ the cart and could see 
her just over the wall Not just one — scores, common as 
poppies I felt I shouldn’t have no peace again until I had 
one And I nipped over the wall that night about twelve 
o’clock and ran straight into her ’ 

‘Into the lily’’ 

‘Tah 1 Into a gal See’ Young gal — about my age, daughter 
o’ the house All dressed in thin white “What are you doing 
here?” she says, and I believe she was as frit as I was “I lost 
something,” I says “It’s all right You know me.” And then 
she wanted to know what I’d lost, and I felt as if I didn’t care 
what happened, and I said, “Lost my head, I reckon ” And 
she laughed, and then I laughed and then she said, “Ssshhhi 
Don’t you see I’m as done as you are if we’re found here? 
You’d better go What did you come for, anyway?” And I 
told her She wouldn’t believe me. “It’s right,” I says, “I 
just come for the lily.” And she just stared at me. “And you 
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know what they do to people who steal 5 ” she says “Yes,” I 
says, and they were the days when you could be hung for 
looking at a sheep almost “But picking flowers ain’t steal- 
ing,” I says “Ssshhh 1 ” she says again “What d’ye think 
I’m gomg to say if they find me here 5 Don’t talk so loud 
Come here behind these trees and keep quiet ” And we went 
and sat down behind some old box-trees and she kept whis- 
pering about the lily and telling me to whisper for fear 
anyone should come “I’ll get you the lily all right,” she 
says, “if you keep quiet I’ll dig it up ” ’ 

He ceased talking, and after the sound of his harsh, un- 
couth racy voice the summer afternoon seemed quieter than 
ever, the drowsy, stumbling boom of the bees in the July 
flowers only deepening the hot drowsy silence I took a drink 
of the strong, cool, flower-odoured wme and waited for my 
Uncle Silas to go on with the story, but nothing happened, 
and finally I looked up at him 
‘Well 5 ’ I said ‘What happened 5 ’ 

For a moment or two he did not speak But finally he 
turned and looked at me with a half-solemn, half-vivacious 
expression, one eye half-closed, and told me in a voice at 
once dreamy, devilish, innocent, mysterious and triumphant, 
all and more than I had asked to know. 

‘She gave me the lily,’ he said. 
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M y Great-uncle Silas was a man who never washed 
himself ‘God A’mighty,’ he would say, ‘why should 
P It’s a waste o’ time I got summat else to do ’sides titivate 
myself wi’ soap ’ For years his housekeeper washed him 
instead. 

Every morning, winter and summer, he sat in the high- 
backed chair under the window of geraniums waiting for 
that inexorable performance He would sit there in a pre- 
tence of being engrossed m the newpaper of the day before, 
his waistcoat on but undone over his collarless blue shirt, his 
red neckerchief dangling on the arm of the chair, his face 
gloomy and long with the wretchedness of expectation 
Sometimes he would lower the comer of the newspaper and 
squint out in the swift but faint hope that she had forgotten 
him She never did She would come out at last with the 
bowl of water and the rank cake of yellow soap that he would 
say she had been suckled on, and the rough hand-flannel that 
she had made up from some staunch undergarment she had 
at last discarded In winter the water, drawn straight from 
the well, would be as bitter and stinging as ice She never 
heated it And as though her own hands had lost all feeling 
she would plunge them straight into it, and then rub the soap 
against the flannel until it lathered thinly, like snow All the 
time he sat hidden behind the newspaper with a kind of 
dumb hope, like an ostrich At last, before he knew what was 
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happening, the paper would be snatched from his hands, the 
flannel, like a cold compress, would be smacked against his 
face, and a shudder of utter misery would pass through his 
body before he began to pour forth the first of his blasphe- 
mous protestations ‘God damn it, woman 1 You want to 
finish me, don’t you? You want to finish me 1 You want me 
to catch me death, you old nanny-goat 1 I know You want 
me . . .’ The words and their effect would be drowned 
and smothered by the renewed sopping of the flannel and 
he would be forced at last into a miserable acquiescence 
It was the only time when the look of devilish vitality 
and wickedness left his face and never seemed likely to 
return. 

Once a week, also, she succeeded m making him take a 
bath She gave him that, too 

The house was very old and its facilities for bathing and 
washing were such that it might have been built expressly for 
him There was no bathroom My Uncle Silas had mstead a 
small iron bath, once painted cream and never repamted after 
the cream had turned to the colour of earth, which resembled 
some ancient coracle And once a week, generally on Fridays 
and always in the evening, the housekeeper would drag out 
the bath from among the wine-bottles m the cellar and bring 
it up and get it before the fire in the living-room Once, in 
early summer, as though hoping it might make that miserable 
inquisition of bathing impossible, he had filled the bath with 
a pillow-case of cowslip heads and their own wine-yellow 
liquor It did not deter her. She gave him his bath in a 
pudding-basin mstead, sponging him down with water that 
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grew cooler and colder as he stood there blaspheming and 
shivering. 

Very often on fine wmter evenings I would walk over to 
see him, and once, almost forgetting that it was his bath- 
night, I went over on a Friday 

When I arrived the house was oppressively warm with the 
heat and steam from the copper boiling up the bath-water 
m the little kitchen I went in, as I always did, without 
knocking, and I came straight upon my Uncle Silas taking 
off his trousers, unconcerned, before a great fire of hazel 
faggots in the living-room. 

‘Oh 1 It’s you,’ he said T thought for a minute it might 
be a young woman ’ 

‘You ought to lock the door,’ I said 

‘God A’mighty, I ain’t fnt at being looked at in me bath ’ 
He held his trousers momentarily suspended, as though in 
deference to me. ‘Never mattered to me since that day 
when . . ’ 

He broke off suddenly as the housekeeper came r unnin g m 
with the first bucket of boiling water for the bath, elbowing 
us out of her way, the water falling into the bath like a scald- 
ing waterfall No sooner had the great cloud of steam 
dispersed than she was back again with a second bucket. It 
seemed hotter than the first 

‘Out of my way 1 ’ she ordered 

‘Git us a glass o’ wrne,’ said Silas, ‘and don’t vapour about 
so much.’ 

‘You’ll have no wine,’ she said, ‘until you’ve been in that 
bath.’ 
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‘Then git us a dozen taters to roast And look slippy * She 
was already out of the door with the empty bucket ‘Get ’em 
yourself 1 ’ she flashed 

‘I got me trousers off' 1 ’ he shouted 

‘Then put ’em on again 1 ’ 

This relentless exchange of words went on all the tune she 
was bringing the remaining buckets of water m and he was 
undoing the tapes of his pants, he shouting for the wine and 
the potatoes and she never wavering in her tart refusals to 
get them Finally as he began to roll down his pants and 
she began to bring in the last buckets of water he turned to 
me and said. 

‘Git a hght and go down and fetch that bottle o’ wine and 
the taters Bring a bottle of elderberry A quart ’ 

While I was down m the cellar, searching with a candle in 
the musty, wine-odoured corners for the potatoes and the 
bottle, I could hear the faint sounds of argument and splash- 
ing water from above I was perhaps five minutes in the 
cellar, and when I went back up the stone steps, with the 
wine m one hand and the candle in the other and the 
potatoes in my pockets, the sound of voices seemed to have 
increased. 

When I reached the living-room Silas was standing up in 
the bath, stark naked, and the housekeeper was shouting 

‘Sit down, man, can’t you> Sit down 1 How can I bath you 
if you don’t sit down?’ 

‘Sit down yourself 1 I don’t want to burn the skin off me 
behind, if you do 1 * 

While he protested she seized his shoulders and toed to 
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force him down m the bath, but his old and rugged body, 
looking even stronger and more imperishable in its nakedness 
than ever, was stiff and immovable, and he never budged 
except to dance a little as the water stung the tender parts 
of his feet 

‘Git the taters under!’ he said to me at last ‘God A’mighty, 
I’ll want summat after this ’ 

Gradually, as I was putting the potatoes in the ashes under 
the fire, the arguments quietened a litde, and finally my 
Uncle Silas stooped, half-knelt in the water and then with 
a brief mutter of rehef sat down Almost m silence, the house- 
keeper lathered the flannel she had made from her petticoat 
and then proceeded to wash his body, scrubbing every inch 
of it fiercely, taking no more notice of his nakedness than if 
he had been a figure of wood All the time he sat there a little 
abjectly, his spirit momentarily subdued, making no effort 
to wash himself except sometimes to dabble his hands and 
dribble a little water over his bony legs He gave even that 
up at last, turning to me to say 
‘I never could see a damn lot o’ use in water ’ 

Finally when she had washed him all over, she seized the 
great coarse towel that had been warming on the clothes- 
horse by the fire 

‘You’re coming out now,’ she said 
‘I don’t know as I am ’ 

‘Did you hear what I said 5 You’re coming out 1 ’ 

‘Damn, you were fast enough gittin’ me in — you can wait 
a minute I just got setded ’ 

Seizing his shoulders, she began to try to force him to 
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stand up just as she had tried to force him, only a minute 
or two before, to sit down And as before he would not 
budge He sat there luxuriously, not caring, some of the old 
devilish look of perversity back in his face, his hands playing 
with the water. 

‘He’s just doing it on purpose,’ she said to me at last ‘Just 
because you’re here He wants us to sit here and admire 
him That’s all I know ’ 

‘Don’t talk so much 1 ’ he said ‘I’m getting out as fast as 
you’ll let me ’ 

‘Come on, then Come on 1 ’ she insisted. ‘Heaven knows 
we don’t want to look at you all night ’ 

The words seemed to remind my Uncle Silas of some- 
thing, and as he stood up in the bath and she began towelling 
his back, he said to me. 

‘I recollect what I was going to tell you now I was 
having a swim with a lot o’ chaps, once, in the mill-brook 
at ’ 

‘We don’t want to hear your old tales, either?’ she said 
‘We heard ’em all times anew ’ 

‘Not this one,’ he said 

Nevertheless, her words silenced him. He stood there 
dumb and almost meek all the time she was towelling him 
dry and it was only when she vanished into the kitchen to 
fetch a second towel for him to dry his toes that he 
recollected the story he had been trying to tell me, and came 
to life 

‘I was sw immin g with these chaps, m the mill-brook, and 
we left all our clothes on the bank . . .* 
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‘Mind yourselves' 5 

The housekeeper had returned with the towel, and my 
Uncle Silas, as though he had never even heard of the tale 
he was so anxious to tell and I was so anxious to hear, said 
solemnly to me 

‘Next year I’ll have peas where I had taters, and taters 
where I had carrots . . 

‘Dry your toes' 5 said the housekeeper 

‘Dry ’em yourself and don’t talk so much' 5 

At the same moment she thrust the towel m his hand and 
then began to scoop the water out of the bath with an enamel 
basm and put m into a bucket When the bucket was full she 
hastened out of the room with it, her half-laced shoes slop- 
ping noisily m her haste Almost before she had gone through 
the door and long before we heard the splash of water m the 
sink my Uncle Silas said swiftly ‘Tot out,’ and I uncorked 
the wine-bottle while he found the glasses m the little 
cupboard above the fire 

We were standing there drinking the wine, so red and nch 
and soft, Silas m no thin g but his shirt, when the housekeeper 
returned She refilled the bucket quickly and hastened out 
again No sooner had she gone than he turned to me to 
continue the story, and standing there, his thick, blue- 
striped flannel shirt reaching bdow his knees, the hairs on 
his thin, gnarled legs standing out as stiff as the bristles on 
his own gooseberries, the wine-glass in one hand and the 
towel in the other, he looked more wicked and devilish and 
ugly than I ever remembered seeing him. 

Going on with the story, he had reached the pomt when 
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the men, coming out of the mill-stream, had found their 
clothes gone, when the housekeeper returned 

‘I think I s’ll have peas along the side o’ the wood,’ he 
said, serenely while she refilled the bucket, ‘and perhaps 
back o’ the well ’ 

‘You get your toes dried and get dressed'’ she ordered 

‘And you mind your own busmess and get the supper. 
And look slippy 1 ’ 

As soon as she had left the room again, he resumed the 
tale, but no sooner had he begun than she returned It went 
on like this, he telling a sentence of the tale, and she return- 
ing and he interspersing some angelic and airy remark about 
his peas and potatoes until at last she came m to spread the 
cloth on the table and lay the supper She was in the room 
for so long, laying out the plates and the cutlery, that at last 
he gave it up, turning to me with an air of satanic innocence 
to say 

‘I’ll tell you the name ’o the tater when I can think of it 
My memory ain’t so good as it was ’ 

After that he proceeded meekly to put on his pants, tucking 
in the voluminous folds of his shirt before tying up the tapes 
While the tail of his shirt was still hanging loose he remem- 
bered the potatoes I had put in the hot ashes under the 
fire and, seizing the toasting-fork, he began to prod their skins. 

‘Damn, they’ll be done afore I get my trousers on,’ he said 
And standing there, with the toasting-fork in his hand, his 
pants tight against his legs and the tail of his shirt protruding 
he looked more than anything else like the devil of tradition, 
prodding the roasting sinners. 
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The veritable air of devilishness was still about him when, 
finding a moment later that the housekeeper had left the 
room again, he turned swiftly to me to say 
‘Give us another mouthful o’ wme I’ll tell you what 
happened ’ 

I had hardly begun to pour the wme mto his glass before 
he began to say, in a devilish, husky voice that was hardly 
more than a whisper ‘Some gals had got the clothes They 
stood upon the bridge and dangled our trousers over and 
threatened to drop ’em m the mill-pond What d’ye think 
of that 5 There we were swimming about wi’ nothing on and 
they wouldn’t give us the clothes ’ 

He went on to tell me how gradually they grew tired and 
desperate and at last angry at the three girls dangling over the 
bridge while they grew colder and colder in the deep mill- 
pool and how finally he himself climbed out of the water and 
ran up to the bridge, stark naked, and frightened the girls 
into dropping the clothes and retreating Long before he had 
finished I noticed that the housekeeper had returned and was 
standing in the doorway, unseen by my Uncle Silas, atten- 
tively listening 

‘God A’mighty, you should have seen ’em drop the clothes 
and run when they see me All except one ’ 

‘What did she do 5 ’ 

‘Run off across the meadow with my clothes under her 
arms What d’ye think o’ that 5 ’ 

‘What did you do 5 ’ 

‘Rim after her ’ 

He ceased speaking, and taking a slow drink of his wme 
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he moistened his thick, red lips with his tongue, as though 
the tale were not finished and he were trying to remember 
its end A strange almost soft expression of reminiscence 
came over his face, flushed with the bath and the wine, as 
though he could see clearly the river, the meadow, and he 
himself running across the summer grass, naked, pursuin g 
the girl running away with his clothes 

‘Rum un,’ he said at last ‘I never did find out who she 
was Never did find out * 

At that moment the housekeeper came in from the door- 
way, moving so quietly for once that he scarcely heard her, 
the sound of the cheese-dish being laid on the table 
startling him so much that he could only turn and stare 
at her, fingering the tapes of his pants and at a loss for 
words 

‘Didn’t you ever find out?’ she said. 

‘No I was just telling the boy It’s been so damn long ago.’ 

She looked at him for a moment and then said: 

‘I know who she was And so do you.’ 

It was the only time I ever saw him at a loss for an answer 
and it was almost the only time I ever saw her smile He stood 
there slowly licking his bps m uneasy silence until at last she 
snapped at him with all the old habitual tartness 

‘Get yourself dressed, man' I ain't running away with your 
clothes now, if I did then ’ 

She began to help him on with his clothes. He still had 
nothing to say, but once, as she was fastening the back 
buttons of his trousers and he stood with his face turned 
away from her, he gave me a smiling but inscrutable look, 
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rich with devilry, his eyelids lowered and his lips shining 
wet with the wine. 

And I began to understand then something I had not 
understood before. 
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I was seven or eight and my Great-uncle Silas nearly 
seventy when his only son Abel was married to a girl 
named Georgma, and we all drove over for the wedding in 
the black-and-yellow trap with the white racy-looking horse, 
my grandparents and parents, my aunt and I, before the 
dew had dried on the buttercupped grass one May morning 
The air was rich and summery and the sun was a long time 
breaking through the mist as we drove along. The wedding 
had come upon us suddenly The girl, Georgma, had 
arrived that springtime to be a lady’s maid at the house 
where Abel had been a gardener for nearly twenty years It 
was all over in a month, done, as my grandfather said, all of 
a damn pop Nor did my grandmother like it; she was a 
litde, pale woman, like a faded canary and as qmck-tongued, 
and as she sat perched up on the high trap seat m her grey 
and purple silk I thought she looked as if she would like to 
peck at the creature who had seduced a solid, hard-hatted 
fellow like Abel with such mdecent haste Abel was nearly 
forty and the girl, it seemed, was only nineteen. But it was 
to be a great wedding 

We talked of it as we drove along ‘I should think,’ said 
my grandmother, ‘he’s well set to work, marrying a filly 
like that. Nineteen!’ But my grandfather had seen the 
girl 

‘Dali it all,’ he kept saying, ‘she’s flash And don’t she 
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talk nice 1 Jest so Ho dear, ho dear' I tell you she’s lovely ’ 
‘Yes, and without a farden to bless herself with. I’ll be 
bound Who’s paying for the flash wedding^’ 

‘Silas, I expect ’ 

‘Ah,’ said my grandmother, ‘and I’d Silas him if I were 
Sarah Ann I remember the last wedding we went to with 
Silas’ 

My grandfather evidently remembered it too He suddenly 
looked embarrassed, nudged my arm, and pomted with his 
driving whip at a cuckoo flying fast across a field of beans, 
calling as it flew, its voice trembling with the motion of its 
flight My grandfather followed the bird until it alighted, 
far off, m an ash tree, and then he nudged me again and told 
me to look up, straight above, at a lark breaking mto passion- 
ate song, and we turned our faces to the sun-misty sky and 
watched the bird twittering up and up, out of sight 
‘You’ll get something you don’t expect,’ my grandmother 
warned us, ‘cocking your eyes at that bird ’ 

‘Tchk' Tchk 1 ’ said my grandfather to the horse. 

‘And look at you!’ exclaimed my grandmother, suddenly 
‘Whoa' I never saw such a man m all my bom days You’ll 
be hanging yourself m the reins next ’ 

‘Whoa' 5 said my grandfather gloomily. 

The horse stopped and my grandmother leaned across me 
and seized my grandfather’s collar, which had sprung away 
from its stud, catapulting his necktie away and releasing his 
white starched dicky from its top buttonhole. 

‘Hold still,’ urged my grandmother ‘That comes of gaping 
at buds mstead of driving on as you should do ’ She fixed the 
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collar, smoothed the tie and flattened the dicky, and my 
grandfather, looking extremely meek and ill at ease m the 
iron-starched collar and front and his best black clothes and 
hard hat, drove on again, straining his sun-tanned neck so 
that the guides tautened m agony ‘Lord, man, anybody’d 
think you’d been hung,’ said my grandmother 

As we drove on the mist began to disperse, the sun shining 
through at first sofdy and at last with the strong thundery 
heat of the May morning ‘I don’t know,’ said my grand- 
mother, as though in hope, ‘as that girl ain’t going to have a 
wet ride after all ’ 

It was five miles to my Uncle Silas’s house, and though the 
wedding wasn’t until two o’clock, we had started the journey 
at ten o’clock m the morning There was no sense, declared my 
grandmother, in not making a day of it, nor, said my grand- 
father, did we want to wrench the guts out of the horse So 
we had started early, and we drove along all the time at the 
same solemn pace, the horse never breaking into a trot, my 
grandfather never using the whip except to flick away the 
flies; and now and then we would stop, perhaps to admire a 
field of young barley, or to have a word by the roadside with 
a man my grandfather hadn’t seen for a year, or to gaze at 
the bluebells staining the dark earth of the woods we passed 
At every hill we stopped so that my parents and my grand- 
mother and aunt could alight and walk up the hill My 
grandfather and I remamed m the trap, sitting well forward 
in the seat in order to relieve the strain on the horse. And 
once, going up a hill by a spinney, we heard a nightingale, 
and then another and another, singing fitfully, but with 
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breaks of wild passion, in the young hazel trees Cuckoos 
were calling continually in their full bold mocking, and 
when we stopped to listen it sounded as though the cuckoos 
were contradicting the nightingales, their monotonous cries 
half-drowning the others’ wild spasmodic singing 

‘We must ask your Uncle Silas,’ said my grandfather, ‘if 
he knows to a nightingale’s ’ 

‘He’ll have enough to think on,’ said my grandmother, 
‘with that other nightingale ’ 

It was nearly twelve o’clock when we arrived at my Uncle 
Silas’s house, the little reed-thatched house standing at the 
top of the violet-banked lane by the spinney of pines The 
lane, steep and narrow, was cobbled with white hoof-smooth 
stones, and at the bottom of it were all alighted, my grand- 
father and I leading the horse. 

‘Dali it,’ exclaimed my grandfather as we came within 
sight of the house, ‘can I see straight?’ 

We all stopped on the crest of the slope, and my grand- 
mother let out an exclamation of tart astonishment: 

‘A tent 1 What the ’nation do they want with a tent? Ain’t 
that just like Silas?’ 

‘It might be Georgina’s doing,’ said my aunt. ‘I heard 
she’d got money.’ 

‘I’d Georgina her 1 ’ cried my grandmother as we went on. 

As we came nearer the house the tent which had been 
erected m Uncle Silas’s paddock seemed larger than ever, a 
big square marquee like a sort of squat steeple, the canvas 
as white as the moon-daisies growing thicker than the grass 
in the field Litde yellow and green and blue and scarlet 
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pennants fluttered above it listlessly, and its ropes were as 
clean as new straw Long trestle tables bad been erected both 
inside it and on the surrounding grass, and waiters in shirt- 
sleeves were already rushing hither and thither, spreading 
cloths even whiter than the tent, arranging flower-vases, 
carrying glasses and cups and plates and cutlery, salt- 
silvered hams and joints of beef and roast fowls and loaves 
and cheese, dark bottles of wme and cases of beer and stone- 
jars of home-made, unloading them from a wagon which 
had been drawn up before us by two satiny black horses with 
their ears m little silk nets and their tails plaited and tied 
with bows of white and cornflower-blue 

‘It’s a licker,’ said my grandfather, who seemed, I thought, 
to be not so much astomshed as delighted ‘Look at them 
bottles 1 ’ 

‘You look at what you’re doing,’ said my grandmother 
And very slowly we all walked on to the house, marvelling 
at the tent and the food-laden tables and the sweating 
waiters. 

Just as we drew up behind the wagon an extraordinary 
figure m yellow corduroy trousers, a blue shirt, a red waist- 
coat and a squashed brown panama, came rushing excitedly 
out of the house carrying a tray of glasses and botdes with 
one hand and trying to keep up his trousers with the other 
He was waddling on his thick bowed legs across the 
paddock, chuckling wickedly, when my grandmother arrested 
him. 

‘Silas 1 ’ she shouted ‘Do you want to blind us alP’ 

‘Lord A’mighty,’ said my Uncle Silas, ‘I never seed you.’ 
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He stopped abruptly and, still holding up his trousers, came 
rollin g back across the paddock towards us. 

I whispered to my mother, ‘Why can’t he walk straight^’ 
‘Sshh 1 ’ she said ‘It’s the heavy bottles ’ 

From the way in which my grandmother began to 
address my Uncles Silas it seemed as if it were the heavy 
bottles 

‘Silas,’ she said, ‘you ought to be ashamed of yourself at 
twelve o’clock m the morning ’ 

‘I am,’ he said wickedly 

‘And what’s happened to your trousers?’ 

‘They’ll be down any minute ’ 

‘Silas, you’re not responsible 1 Where’s Sarah Ann?’ 
‘Gone down to church to titivate the altar ’ 

“I’ll titivate you in a minute 1 ’ she threatened, and before 
Silas could move or speak she was off towards the house, 
mppmg along m her inexorable, quick, bird-like fashion 
When she returned a moment or two later my Uncle Silas 
was already totting out for the waiters and my grandfather 
and himself, the beer in the glasses shining a nch tawny 
dandelion-gold in the noon sunlight He was standing at one 
end of the long trestle-tables, pouring out beer with one 
hand and still holding up his trousers with the other, when 
she arrived behind him He had no chance with her ‘Stand 
still,’ she said, seizing his trousers ‘It’s a darning needle,’ 
and with her bps set tartly she proceeded to sew on his 
lost buttons, her hands spider-quick and neat with the 
thread ‘I’m surprised at you, Silas,’ she would say. ‘And 
if you touch that glass I’ll prick you.’ 
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My Unde Silas stood with a sort of meek wickedness, 
winking at the waiters. 

‘And what about this girl?’ said my grandmother. ‘Didn’t 
waste no time, did she 5 ’ 

‘Nor did you ’ 

‘I said what about her 5 ’ 

‘Lovely ’ 

‘And who’s paying for all this — this tent an’ all 5 ’ 

‘A markwee,’ my Unde Silas corrected her ‘A 
markwee ’ 

‘Well, whatever it is You ain’t paying for it, I hope?’ 

‘Lord Henry and Lady Hester,’ said my Unde Silas, ‘are 
paymg for every mite and mossel.’ 

‘Everything 5 ’ 

‘Every drop and crumb.’ 

‘And the tent?’ 

‘And the markwee ’ 

My grandmother had no more to say She was finished 
She put the final stitch into my Unde Silas’s trousers and 
stuck the needle into some invisible place among her skirts. 
My Uncle Silas drank his beer at one draught, and my 
grandmother seemed to be so flabbergasted that she did not 
see him pour out another, not only for himself, but for my 
grandfather too 

She stalked off mto the house, and my parents and my aunt 
followed her My grandfather and I stayed with Uncle Silas 
and the waiters, marvelling at the meat and drink that the 
men kept unloading from the wagons The heavy summer 
air, flagrant already with the scents of grass and roses and 
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the old lilac trees near the garden, was thick also with the 
smell of meat and beer and new warm bread. 

‘I never seed hams like ’em,’ marvelled my grandfather. 

‘No, and you never will again,’ said my Uncle Silas 

We went into the marquee and marvelled again at the 
joints, the roast ducks and chickens, the salads and wines, 
the bright sherried trifles, the wine jellies, the strange sauces 
and cakes and finicking tit-bits and sweets all arranged on 
the long, white tables. 

‘Is there any mortal thing m the eatrn’ line as you ain't 
got, Silas’’ said my grandfather. 

‘Nothing,’ said my Uncle Silas. 

‘And where’s Abel?’ 

‘Skulking upstairs like a young leveret Frit to death.’ 

When we left the marquee and went across the paddock 
towards the house my Uncle Silas bawled out 

‘Abefi’ 

An upstairs window opened and Abel put his head out. 
Abel looked as though he had been carved crudely out of raw 
beef, he had a thick black wig of hair and the eyes of a 
mour nf ul cow. There was something sleepy, simple, and 
pathetic about him. I believe my Unde Silas was eternally 
ashamed of him. 

‘Damn it, man,’ said my Uncle Silas, sharply, ‘there’s 
ha lf the guests here a’ready and you still a-bed 1 ’ 

‘I ain’t a-bed,’ said Abd. ‘I’m buttoning me shoes up.’ 

It was more than my Uncle Silas could stand. ‘Buttoning 
me shoes up,’ he muttered, waddling off. ‘Buttoning me 
belly button.’ 
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And following him, we went into the garden. There we 
heard the nightingales again, one against another, tuning up, 
half sharp, half sweet, their notes enriched by the sultry 
summer air under the shelter of the pines. The scent of lilac 
m the full heaviness of its blossoming was like a drug, 
marvellously fragrant The green peas were bursting mto 
white flower and the first roses were crimsoning the house 
wall, their glossy leaves splashed with the white droppings 
of the swallows flying to and fro to nest under the thatch - 
eaves. 

All the time we were m the garden my Uncle Silas talked 
more garrulously and more excitedly than usual, and he was 
still very garrulous and excited when the cabs and wedding- 
flies drove up the lane to take us to church And I remember 
saymg to my mother agam as he walked down the lane with 
us ‘Why can’t he walk straight^’ 

‘Ssh 1 ’ she whispered ‘It’s this rough lane.’ 

We all drove to the church m flies and cabs drawn by white 
horses with pohshed hoofs and silk-ribboned bridles. There 
were more than a hundred guests, a great dazzle of white 
dresses and white buttonholes, and my Uncle Silas looked 
magnificent. There was a sort of purposely devilish splendour 
about his light grey coat and trousers, his yellow carnation, 
his canary waistcoat, and his grey square bowler rakishly 
cocked askew as though to match that everlastingly devilish 
look in his bloodshot eye. 

‘Well,’ said my grandmother, ‘it might be a skittle-match 
to look at Silas.’ 

The church was full, and I remember my grandfather 
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saying to me: ‘Don’t want to hear a lot o’ popery and hymn- 
singing, do you 5 ’ and we stayed outside together, looking 
for nests in the churchyard yews and reading the names on 
the tombstones until the wedding was over 
It was not until then, when the church door opened and 
the guests and the congregation began to flock mto the 
churchyard that I saw Georgina 
‘Ain’t she flash 5 ’ whispered my grandfather. ‘Didn’t I say 
so 5 ’ 

She was unforgettably lovely As she came from the 
church-porch with Abel, who looked more than ever solemn 
and simple in his suit of blue serge, his bowler hat, and his 
light brown button-boots which squeaked alitde, she seemed 
to me more beautiful, more spirited, and more enchanting 
than perhaps she really was She was very dark, her black 
hair and eyes shining vividly against her white wedding 
dress Her face seemed full of a half-angehc, half-wicked 
vivacity and the conflicting lights and expressions of pure 
naivety and passion She was across the churchyard and m 
the wedding-fly in a moment, and I did not see her again 
until we were all sitting about the long tables m the marquee 
eating and drinking and talking and laughing, with the 
sweating waiters rushing hither and thither, juggling with 
food and drink, madly trying to serve everyone at once 
And at the table-head, next to Georgina and Abel, sat my 
Unde Silas, and opposite him Lord Henry and Lady Hester, 
for whom Georgina and Abel worked Lord Henry put on 
an eyeglass and read a speech, ‘Ee heev greet pleesyah,’ and 
so on, which we all applauded by banging the tables, making 
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the glass and crockery dance and ring After him, I remember 
my Uncle Silas rose with a sort of noble unsteadiness to his 
feet, waved his hands, almost pitched forward, clutched the 
table in time, took a drink to steady himself, and began a 
long, tipsy speech, which we almost drowned with our table- 
banging and laughter, and of which all I can remember is a 
kind of refrain that he kept repeating as he gazed with a sort 
of sleepily wicked admiration at Georgina 
‘Afore the mght’s gone we’ll smg you a song Me and the 
bride, eh’’ 

Georgina would smile without opening her hps, a mar- 
vellous, lovely, insinuating smile, and my Uncle Silas would 
wink and proceed with his speech, breaking now and then 
into long words which he could not pronounce with his 
drink-fuddled hps 

‘Silas has swallowed the dictionary,’ someone remarked. 
‘Don’t know what it is,’ declared Silas, lifting his glass, 
‘but it wants a hell of a lot o’ washing down ’ 

I could see my grandmother fuming, her hps set thm with 
exasperation ‘You won’t catch me at another wedding with 
Silas,’ she said, ‘as long as I hve Not if I know it ’ 

‘Silas,’ she said to him, severely, when the feast was over, 
‘you ain’t responsible ’ 

‘I know,’ he said 

‘If you go singing one of your pub-songs with that girl,’ 
she warned him, ‘I see you know about it ’ 

He cocked his eye at her with purposeful devilishness. 

It was late m the evening, just after the May dusk had 
begun to fall, when my Uncle Silas and Georgina sang their 
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song My grandmother protested and threatened, not know- 
ing whether she was more disgusted with Silas for enticing 
the girl or with the girl for making a promise to smg a duet 
with a man who had been drunk since noon She retired to 
the house, excusing herself when she found that the dew was 
falling But I stayed outside, m the warm lilac-heavy air, 
and listened The guests had been dancing on the grass to 
the music of two fiddles and a piano brought out of the 
house There was a gay atmosphere of laughter and happi- 
ness, and besides the fragance of lilac and may-blossom a 
strange odour of bruised grass and moon-daisies that the 
dancers had trampled down My Uncle Silas and Georgina 
stood at the entrance to the marquee, and Silas took the 
girl’s arm in his and they sang ‘I’m Seventeen Come Sunday’ 
without the fiddles or the piano Uncle Silas had the 
ughest voice in the world, and the girl’s contralto seemed 
exquisite beside it. She put an unexpected spirit and passion 
mto her voice: 

‘Will you come to my mammy’s house 
When the moon shines bright and dearly^ 

And I’ll come down and let you m 
And my mammy shall not hear me ’ 

‘Yes,’ said my grandmother, who hstened after all, from 
the house, ‘and that’s what she will do if I know anything.’ 

All the time my Uncle Silas and Georgina were singing, 
Abd was watching her. His eyes never flickered or changed 
their expression of wide, mute adoration He looked not only 
as if he would do anything for her, but as if he would forget 
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or forgive anything she did. He seemed almost stupefied 
with love and worship of her 

When the song was over my Uncle Silas kissed Georgma 
with a loud smack. Abel smiled with the serenity of pure 
adoration, while the guests laughed and applauded In the 
silence before the music began for dancmg again I could 
hear the nightingales singing unfrightened m the spinney, 
and the cuckoos, as m the mornmg, croaking across the 
darkening fields in mockery 

It was past midnight when we harnessed the trap and 
lighted the lamps and my grandfather led the horse down 
the lane We could hear my Uncle Silas bawling ‘We 
won’t go home till morning’ long after we were on the 
road 

‘I’ll never come within fifty mile of a wedding with Silas 
if I live to be a thousand,’ my grandmother kept declaring 
‘And what m the wide world are you doing, man 5 Can’t 
you drive straight?’ 

My grandfather could not drive straight, and my grand- 
mother, reaching suddenly across my sleepy face, took the 
rems from him and slapped them across the back of the 
horse. 

‘Lord, I’d Georgma that girl if she were mine Kissing 
Silas' — and he wasn’t the only one she kissed, either Saucy! 
saucy ain’t the word' Somebody’s gomg to be led a fine 
old dance if I know anything about it. There’s gomg to be 
trouble afore the year’s out.’ 

But there was no dance and no trouble. Georgma died 
suddenly, in childbirth, the following spring. My Unde Silas 
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is dead too But I shall never forget their song, the girl’s 
spirited loveliness, the feast in the marquee, the smell of lilac 
and wine and bruised grass, and the sound of the cuckoos 
contradicting the nightingales. 
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FINGER WET, FINGER DRY 

M y Uncle Silas was a man who could eat anything He 
could eat stewed nails He had lived on them, once, 
for nearly a week He told me so 
I was a boy then At that time we used to drive over to 
see him, in summer, about one Sunday a month, arriving m 
time for dinner, tethering the white horse about noon in the 
shade of the big Pearmain overhanging the lane outside It 
was always what were we going to eat and what were we 
going to wet with 5 At dinner, once, we had pheasant, which 
was something very special, and I asked him if he had shot 
it ‘No,’ he said, ‘it just fell down the chimney ’ Another 
time we had a goose and I asked him if that fell down the 
chimney ‘No,’ he said, ‘it was sittm’ on eighteen eggs 
m the wmter oats and I cut its two legs off wi’ the 
scythe Cut ’em off and never broke egg Ain’t that nght, 
George 5 ’ 

‘Yes, that’s right,’ my grandfather said 
‘Well it ain’t, then,’ Silas said, cocking his bloodshot eye 
at him ‘Don’t you go tellin’ the kid such blamed lies Cut 
the goose’s legs off wi’ the scythe 1 — tck 1 tck 1 tck 1 tck' Don’t 
you believe it, boy It’s just his tale He’s just stuffin’ you 
The goose went to sleep in the well-bucket and I went to 
draw some water one night and let it down unbeknownst and 
it got drowned.’ 

‘Couldn’t it swim?’ I said 
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‘Oh 1 it was asleep. Never woke. It just went a belly-flopper 
and was done for ’ 

Another time we had venison I knew what that was. ‘A 
deer,’ I said ‘Did that fall down the well 5 ’ 

‘No, 5 he said ‘I shot it With a bow and arrow 5 

‘With what? 5 1 said ‘How 55 

‘Bow and arrow One o’ these days I’ll show you 5 And he 
did I badgered and bothered him until, one summer Sunday 
afternoon, he made an ash-bow standing as high as himself 
and cut arrows out of flower-canes ‘You don’t believe me 
Do you 5 ’ he said. ‘Well I’ll show you 5 He tipped the arrows 
with old shoe-awls and bits of filed wire and anything handy 
“Course they ain’t no venisons about, 5 he said ‘But I’ll 
show you. 5 Then we went into the field beyond the house 
and Silas stalked an old cow Finally he stood about ten 
yards away from her and shot her in the backside The cow 
leapt up about ten feet m the air and tore about the field as 
though she were heat-crazy ‘That’s how I done the venison,’ 
Silas said. ‘Only it was a bigger bow and a bigger arrow and 
I hit it a bit harder. 5 

‘Now you know when Silas tells y 5 anything it’s right, 
don’t you? 5 

‘Yes, 5 I said. 

‘You know Silas don’t tell lies, don’t you?’ he said. ‘You 
know Silas don’t stuff you with any old tale? 5 

‘Yes, 5 1 said. ‘I know now. 5 

It must have been some time after this that he told me the 
story of the nails, the stewed nails, because it was at some 
tune when I had extra faith in him. I forget how it came up. 
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Perhaps it was duck eggs; it may have been the sow. I know 
he said ‘You kids — blimey, hair and teeth! — you don’ know 
what it is to go without grub Look at me I can eat anything. 
Had to Look at that time I lived on stewed nails for a 
week. 5 

I just stared. 

‘That’s one for you, ain’t it’ That makes your eyes pop, 
don’t it’ Stewed nails. For a week And glad to ’ 

‘Didn’t they . . didn’t they . . . weren’t you bad?’ I 
said 

‘Oh! they was just old nails. I had pepper and salt on 
’em, too ’ 

I asked him how it happened, and when I remember 
having no fear at all that he would tell me We were alone, 
sprawling under the elders beyond the bean-rows, in the 
shade He could tell me anything if we were alone. It was 
only m the presence of others that, sometimes, he was not 
so sure 

‘Oh, about fifty years ago I was only a kid. About thirty * 
He stopped, eyed me seriously, squinted. ‘You ain’t goin’ 
tell nobody about this if I tell you’’ 

‘No. Oh, no!’ 

‘Thass right. There’s a policeman at the bottom o’ this. 
I don’t want to git into trouble. You cork it in.’ 

‘I will ’ 

‘Sure? You promise’’ 

‘Finger wet, finger dry,’ I said. 

‘Thass right. And cut my throat if I tell a he. This what 
I’m telling y* is true ’ 
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He took a quick look round, spoke lower, dropped an 
eyelid at me, and said ‘I’d gone up to Sam Tilley’s to take 
the old sow to the boar Sam was a policeman His wife was 
a young gal about twenty She was fiery an’ all Nice gal I 
knew her Sometimes Sam was on night and sometimes he 
was on days That time he was on days Well, it was hot day 
and after the boar had finished she said “If you’re tired, 
come in and sit down a bit ” So 1 went m and she said she 
was tired too So I made no more to do “Don’t wear a 
chair out,” I said “Sit on my knee ” So she did She was 
as light as a chicken, lovely ’ He paused, recollecting, 
licking his loose red hps, going off into a momentary 
trance ‘Oh 1 and then — dall it, what happened then 5 Where 
was I?’ 

‘She was tired . . she was resting on your knee,’ I 
said 

‘Ah' Thass it And then ... oh' I know. We started 
playing with her duck eggs ’ 

‘What duck eggs 5 ’ 

‘Oh 1 She kept ducks Didn’t I say that 5 She had some 
lovely ducks And she used to let me have eggs sometimes 
I forgot how it was, but we started fooling about with her 
duck eggs. She kept hiding ’em and I had to find ’em . . . 
you know. Just fooling about.’ 

T know,’ I said ‘Like hide the thimble ’ 

‘Thass it Like hide the thimble. Like that. Only these 
was duck eggs ’ 

‘Where’d she hide ’em?’ I said 

‘Oh! In . . . where what? Oh' all over the show. Upstairs, 
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downstairs Everywhere In the oven In bed Oh, she was a 
Tartar She was hot ’ 

‘With running about so much 5 ’ 

‘Ah, thass it' Running about so much And then . . He 
looked hard at me, without a twinkle ‘You goin’ to cork this 
in 5 Keep it secret all right?’ 

I promised faithfully to cork it in, and he went on. 
‘Well, then he turned up Sam All of a sudden she looks 
out of the wmdow and there he is coming up the garden 
path By God, that give me a turn ’ 

He made motions of a man in a variety of agonies, sweat, 
thirst, fright, more thirst I could see he must have been a 
good deal upset 
‘What did you do 5 ’ I said 

‘Oh 1 1 never done anything I couldn’t I was scared stiff 
It was her who done it “Here, quick,” she says, “in the 
cellar ” And there I was And there I stopped ’ 

‘How long for*’ I said 
‘For a week 1 ’ 

‘A week 1 Why didn’t she let you out 5 ’ 

‘She forgot' Forgot all about me Didn’t I tell you how 
forgetful she was 5 Oh, she was shocking' Sometimes I’d go 
up for a dozen duck eggs and she’d bring the boar out and 
then I’d go for apples and she’d brmg me duck eggs You 
see?’ 

‘Yes,’ I said ‘I see But why did she lock you m at all 5 
You were all right. You weren’t domg anything ’ 

‘Here,’ he said ‘You go up to the house and in the comer 
cupboard you’ll see a bottle marked liniment. You brmg it. 
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I want to mb my back. It gives me what’ho' every tune I 
stir ’ 

So I went to fetch the bottle and after that, for some 
reason, perhaps because he kept drinking the liniment instead 
of rubbing his back with it, the tale warmed up He began 
to tell me how he lay m the cellar mght and day, m complete 
darkness, not daring to shout out and wondering what would 
happen to him But what I wanted to know most was how 
he had lived — what he had had to eat. 

‘Eat 1 ’ he said. ‘Eat’ I never had a mossel Not a mossel 
All I’d got was a mite o’ pepper and salt screwed up in a 
mite o’ paper in my westcit pocket * 

‘You must have got down to skin and bone,’ I said. 

‘Skin and bone . . you’re right,’ he said ‘Thass about all 
I was And shouldn’t have been that if it hadn’t been for the 
nails ’ 

He went on to tell me, then, how after the third or fourth 
day, after he had searched every inch of the cellar, floor and 
ceiling, on his hands and knees, he got so desperate that he 
began to prize out the nails of the floor boards and how after 
that there was nothing for it but to eat them and how he 
made a fire of his pocket linings and splinters of floor board 
and anything handy and lit it with the only match he had 
and how he collected water off the damp walls m a tobacco 
tin and how at last he put the nails m and stewed them 

‘Stewed ’em,’ he said. ‘All one mght and all one day 
And then ate ’em. I had to It was either that or snuff it.’ 

‘By golly!’ I said. ‘What did they taste like?’ 

‘’Course it’s been a long time ago,’ he said. ‘They tasted 
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like . oh, I don’t know I had plenty o’ pepper and salt 
on ’em That took the taste out a bit ’ 

I sat silent, thinking it over 

"Course it’s the iron what done it,’ he said. ‘Iron’s good 
for you Ain’t it 5 It was only the iron what done it ’ 

I still sat silent It was a fine story, but somehow it seemed, 
as I sat there m the hot shade of the elders, with their thick, 
sourish smell tank in the sun, almost too good I couldn’t 
swallow it I believed all about the duck eggs and the woman 
and the cellar and everything — all except the nails Stewed 
nails' I kept turning it over m my mind and wondering 

And he must have seen my unbelief Because suddenly he 
said’ 

‘You don’ believe me now,’ he said ‘Do you 5 You think 
I’m stuffin’ you 5 ’ 

He looked at me long and hard, with a gaze from which the 
habitual devilry had been driven out by a marvellous 
innocence 

‘Look at that then.’ 

He seemed suddenly to have had an inspiration. He 
opened his mouth, baring his teeth. They were old and 
broken and stained by the yellow and brown of decay. 

‘See ’em 5 ’ he said. ‘That’s rust. Nail rust It got mto my 
teeth ’ He spoke with impressive reverence. ‘It got mto my 
teeth eating them nails and I never been able to get it out 
again ’ 

He gave a sigh, as though burdened with the telling of too 
much truth. 

‘That’s where women land you,’ he said. 
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M y Uncle Silas and my Uncle Cosmo belonged to 
different worlds, but they were men of identical 
kidney Uncle Cosmo was a small man of dapper appearance 
with waxed moustaches who wore a gold ring on his right 
hand and a wine-coloured seal on his gold watch-cham, and a 
green homburg hat He carried a saucy silver-topped 
walking-stick and smoked cigars and looked exactly what he 
was a masher If Uncle Silas was the black sheep of one side 
of the family, Uncle Cosmo was the black sheep of the other 
He habitually did an awful thing for which, I think, nobody 
ever forgave him , he spent his winters abroad He sent us 
picture-postcards, then, of orange-trees in Mentone, the 
bay at Naples, Vesuvius, the gondolas of Vemce, of him- 
self in a straw hat on Christmas Day at Pompen, and 
wrote, airily ‘On to Greece and Port Said to-morrow, before 
the final jaunt to Ceylon ’ He was reputed, though nobody 
ever said so, to have a fancy lady m Nice, and there was 
something about a scandal m Colombo Returning home m 
the spring of every year, he brought us oranges fresh from 
the bough, Sicilian pottery. Oriental cushions, shells from 
the South Seas, lumps of gold-starred quartz and the war 
axes of aborginal chieftains, and advice on how to eat 
spaghetti. He twiddled his seal and told amazing stories of 
hot geysers on remote southern islands and bananas at 
twenty a penny and how he had almost fought a duel with a 
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Prussian in Cairo Cosmopolitan, debonair, a lady-killer, 
Uncle Cosmo was altogether very impressive 
The only person not impressed by Cosmo was my Uncle 
Silas 

‘You bin a long way, Cosmo,’ he would say, ‘but you 
ain’t done much ’ 

‘Who hasn’t 5 I’ve travelled over half the globe, Silas, while 
you sit here and grow prize gooseberries ’ 

‘I dare say,’ Silas said, ‘I dare say But we only got your 
word for it For all we know you might stop the winter in a 
boardin’ house at Brighton ’ 

‘Silas,’ Uncle Cosmo said, ‘I could tell you stories of places 
between here and Adelaide that would make your liver turn 
green Places ’ 

‘Well, tell us then. Nobody’s stoppin’ you ’ 

‘I’m telling you Here’s just one thing There’s a desert 
in Assyria that’s never been trodden by the foot of man and 
that’s so far across it would take you three years to cross it 

on a camel Now, one day ’ 

‘You ever bin across this desert 5 ’ 

‘No, but ’ 

‘Then how the hell d’ye know it takes three years to 
cross 5 ’ 

‘Well, it’s ’ 

‘What I thought,’ Silas said ‘Just what I thought You 
hear these things, Cosmo, you hear a lot, and you’ve bin a 
long way, but you ain’t done much Now take women ’ 
‘Ah ' 5 

‘What about this fancy affair in Nice?’ 
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‘I haven’t got a fancy affair in Nice*’ 

‘There you are Just what I thought Big talk and nothing 
doing ’ 

‘She hves in Monte Carlo 1 ’ 

‘Well, that ain’t so wonderful ’ 

His pride wounded. Uncle Cosmo took a deep breath, 
drank a mouthful of my Uncle Silas’s wine as though it were 
rat poison, pulled his mouth mto shape again and said* ‘You 
don’t seem to grasp it It’s not only one woman, Silas, in 
Monte Carlo There’s another m Mentone and another in 
Marseilles and two in Venice I’ve got another who hves 
m an old palace m Naples, two I can do what I like with m 
Rome, a Grecian girl in Athens and two little Syrians m 
Port Said They all eat out of my hand Then, there’s a niece 
of a Viscount in Colombo and a Norwegian girl in Singapore, 
and I forget whether it’s four or five French girls in Shanghai. 

Then, of course, in Japan ’ 

‘Wait a minute,’ Silas said ‘I thought you went abroad 
for your health 5 ’ 

‘Then in Hong Kong there’s a Russian girl who’s got a 

tortoise tattooed on her ’ 

‘Well, there am’t nothing wonderful m that, either. Down 
at ‘The Swan’ in Harhngton there used to be a barmaid with 

a cuckoo or something tattooed on ’ 

‘Yes, it was a cuckoo,’ Uncle Cosmo said ‘I know, because 
I got her to have it done She liked me. Yes, it was a cuckoo 
And that’s why they always used to say you could see the 
cuckoo earlier m Harhngton than anywhere else in England ’ 
My Unde Silas was not impressed. He took large sardonic 
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mouthfuls of wine, cocked his bloodshot eye at the c eiling and 
looked consistently sceptical, wicked and unaffected When 
Uncle Cosmo then proceeded to relate the adventure of the 
two nuns m Bologna, my Uncle Silas capped it with the 
adventure of the three Seventh Day Adventists in a bathing 
hut in Skegness. When Uncle Cosmo told the story of how, 
in his shirt, he had been held up at the pomt of a pistol by 
a French husband m Biarritz, my Uncle Silas brought out 
the chestnut of how a game keeper had blown his hat off 
with a double-barrelled gun m Bedfordshire The higher my 
Uncle Cosmo flew, the better my Uncle Silas liked it ‘Did 
I ever tell you,’ Uncle Cosmo said, ‘of the three weeks I 
spent in a chateau m Arles with the wife of a French 
count 5 ’ 

‘No,’ Silas said ‘But did I ever tell you of the month I 
spent with the duchess’s daughter in Stoke Castle? The Hon 
Lady Susannah You can remember her 5 ’ 

‘Well, I— how long ago was this?’ 

‘This was the winter of ’ninety-three. You ought to 
remember her She used to ride down to Harlmgton twice a 
week, with a groom m a dogcart Used to wear a black coat 
with a splashed red lining ’ 

‘Dark girl?’ 

‘That’s her. Black Long black hair and black eyes and 
long black eyelashes A dazzler ’ 

‘Well, Silas, now you come to say, I ’ 

‘Now wait a minute, Cosmo You know what they used to 
say about this girl?’ 

‘Well ’ 
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‘Never looked at a man in her life ’ My Unde Silas went 
on ‘Never wanted to Cold as a frog Nobody couldn’t touch 
her Chaps had been after her from everywhere — London, 
all over the place Never made no difference, Cosmo She 
just sat m the castle and looked out of the wmdow and 
painted pictures See?’ 

‘Well, I ’ 

‘You know the castle at Stoke’ Stands down by the river ’ 
‘Oh, yes, Silas Very well, very well ’ 

‘The grounds run right down to the river,’ Silas said 
‘Well, that winter I’d been domg a little river-poaching 
down there — eel lines and jack-snaring You know’ And 
about six o’clock one morning I was coming along under the 
castle wall with about thirty eels m a basket when she 
copped me ’ 

‘Who’’ 

‘Her The gal She was sitting in a gateway m the wall 
with her easel, painting It was just gettin’ light and she told 
me afterwards she was painting the dawn over the river 
“You been poaching,” she said Well what could I say? I was 
done. She had me red-handed and she knew it ’ 

‘What did she do’’ 

‘Well, Cosmo, she done a funny thing She says, “I won’t 
say nothing about this business if you’ll come up to the 
castle and let me paint your picture just as you are Old 
clothes and eels and everything ” So I says, “It’s a go,” and 
we went up to the castle and she began to paint the picture 
straight away that morning. “The whole family’s away 
abroad for the winter, and I’m all alone here except for the 

77 



MY UNCLE SILAS 

groom and butler,” she says “And after to-day you come 
along every mornmg and catch your eels and then come up 
to the castle and let me paint you ” 

And my Uncle Silas went on to relate, between wry mouth- 
fuls of wine, how for more than a week he had done as she 
said, trapping the eels in the early morning and going up to 
the castle and slipping m by a side door and letting the girl 
paint him m her room Until at last something happened It 
ramed torrentially for a whole day and the succeeding ni ght 
and when he went down to the river on the following morn- 
ing he found the floods up and the small stone cattle bridge 
leading over to the castle smashed by water It meant a 
detour of six miles and it was almost eight o’clock by the 
time he reached the castle He slipped in by the side door as 
usual and went upstairs and into the girl’s room, and there, 
standing before a cheval mirror, the girl was painting a 
picture of herself m the nude 
‘And that just about finished it 5 ’ Cosmo said 
‘No, Cosmo, that just about begun it ’ 

‘Well,’ Cosmo said, ‘what did she do?’ 

‘A funny thing, Cosmo,’ my Uncle Silas said, ‘a funny 
thin g She just went on painting. “I thought you weren’t 
coming,” she says, “so I got on with this picture of myself 
You like it 5 ” Well, I was standing so as I could see the back 
of her m the flesh, the sideways of her in the picture and the 
front of her in the mirror, and I was flummoxed “Well,” 
she says, “perhaps you don’t like it because it isn’t finished 5 
Let me put my clothes on and let’s have some fried eels and 
you tell me what you think of it.” ’ 
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So my Unde Silas went on to say they had fried eds and 
talked about the picture and he said something about not 
being able to judge the picture on such short acq uain tance 
with the model ‘You’ll see me agam to-morrow,’ she said, 
and so it went on 1 she painting herself in the nude, Silas 
watching, until at last, as Silas himself said, a month had 
gone by and he’d caught almost every eel m the river 
‘You heard me say she was cold 5 ’ he said ‘Never looked 
at a man and never wanted one 5 That’s a fairy tale, Cosmo 
Don’t you believe it It’s true she never looked at men But 
she looked at one man And you know who that was ’ 

‘Yes, but what stopped it 5 ’ Cosmo said 
‘What stopped it? A funny thing, Cosmo, a funny thin g. 
There were twenty bedrooms m the castle, and we slept in 
every one of ’em Then, one night, I was a little fuzzled and 
I must have gone mto the wrong room As soon as I got in 
I saw her m bed with another man She gave one shout 
‘My husband' 5 she says, and I ran like greased lightning and 
down the drainpipe. The funny thing is she wasn’t married, 
and never was, and I never did find out who the chappie 
was ’ 

‘You never found out,’ Uncle Cosmo said 
‘No,’ Silas said ‘I never did find out ’ 

‘Well,’. Cosmo said, ‘it’s been a long time ago and I dare 
say it wouldn’t break my heart to tell you I happen to know, 
Silas, who that man was.’ 

‘You do?’ 

‘I do’ 

‘Well,’ Silas said, ‘who was it?’ 
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Uncle Cosmo took a deep breath and twiddled his waxed 
moustaches and tried to look at once repentant and trium- 
phant ‘Silas,’ he said, ‘I hate to say it I hate it But that 
man was me ’ 

For about a minute my Uncle Silas did not speak He 
cocked his eye and looked out of the window, he looked 
at the wine m his glass, and then finally he looked across at 
Uncle Cosmo himself 

‘Cosmo,’ he says at last, ‘you bm a long way and you’ve 
'heard a tidy bit, but you ain’t seen much Don’t you know 
there ain’t a castle at Stoke 1 Nor a river?’ 

Uncle Cosmo did not speak 

‘And don’t you know where you was m the wmter o’ 
’ninety-three 1 ’ 

Uncle Cosmo did not speak. 

‘Didn’t you tell me only yesterday,’ Silas said, with his 
hand on the wine, ‘you was in Barbadoes that year, a bit 
friendly with a bishop’s daughter 1 Now ain’t that a funny 
thing?’ 
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E very August, on the Sunday of Nenweald Fair, my 
Uncle Silas came to visit us He was a man, some- 
times, of strict habits, he wound up his watch after every 
meal, never let a day pass without a bottle of wme, and 
never stirred out without his gall-stone, a lump of barbaric 
rock as large as a pheasant’s egg treasured as the relic of an 
operation at the early age of seventy, carefully wrapped up 
in a piece of his housekeeper’s calico and reverently laid 
away in the bum-pocket of his breeches 
And in the same strict way he started off early to visit us, 
spending the whole of Saturday oiling and polishing the 
harness and grooming the horse, and then another hour on 
Sunday grooming the horse again and tying his own necktie, 
all in order to be on the road by eight o’clock From my 
Uncle Silas’s house to my grandmother’s it was less than 
seven miles, an hour’s journey But somehow, at Souldrop, 
the horse was tired or my Uncle Silas was tired, and he knew 
the widow who kept ‘The Bell’ there, and it seemed a shame 
to go past the door of the pub itself without going in to take 
and give a little comfort And whether it was the giving or 
the taking of the comfort or what we never knew, but it was 
nearly eleven o’clock by the time my Uncle Silas drove on to 
Knotting Fox, where he knew the landlord of ‘The George’ 
very well and the barmaid better. From Knotting Fox to 
Yelden it was less than three miles and at Yelden my Unde 
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Silas had a distant relation, a big pink sow of a pub lican , who 
had manned a second wife as neat as a silk purse And at 
Yelden he had no sooner seen the bottom m a quart twice 
than it was dinner time 'Stay and have a bit o’ dinner now 
you are here,’ the htde silky woman would say, ‘if you don’t 
mind taking it with me while Charlie looks after the bar. We 
have to take it separate on Sundays.’ And my Uncle Silas 
would consent to stay, almost forgetting to wind up his 
watch after the dmner m the back parlour with her, and 
looking like a man on fire when he climbed into the trap at 
last and drove on to Bromswold, still out of his course, to sit 
in the bar of ‘The Swan’ there all afternoon, reverently un- 
wrapping his gall-stone and wrapping it up again for 
whoever was there to see ‘Feel on it, man. Go on, feel the 
weight on it. That’s a tidy weight y’know. And it used to be 
bigger, me boyo Bigger. Used to be bigger’n a duck’s 
egg. What d’ye think o’ that? Think of having that inside 
ye Eh?’ 

And all the time, at my grandmother’s, we were waiting 
for him, eating first dinner and then tea without him. 

‘D’ye reckon Silas ain’t coming this year?’ 

‘I’ll Silas him if he does!’ 

‘Silas is alius like that there ham. He gets hung up.’ 

‘Yes,’ my grandmother would say, ‘and that’s what I’d do 
with him if I had my way ’ 

But finally, towards dusk, my Uncle Silas would arrive, lit 
up, his hat on the back of his head, his face as red as a laying 
hen’s, his neck-tie undone, a pink aster as big as a saucer in 
his buttonhole, his voice bawling like a bull’s to the horse: 
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‘Whoa 1 Damn you, stan’ still. Whoa' George, hold this 
damn nag still a minute I wanna git out. Whoa! Stop 

him 5 

‘He’s bm a’standin’ still about five minutes, Silas 5 

‘Stop him 1 Whoa He keeps movin’ on and twitterin’ about 
Stop him 1 Every ’nation time I try to git out o’ this trap he 
moves on ’ 

‘The nag’s as still as a mouse, Silas You catch hold o’ me 
You’ll be all right That’s it You catch hold o’ me. That’s it.’ 

And somehow my Uncle Silas would alight, waddling 
across the farmyard on his half-bandy legs like a man on a 
ship, m gentle staggers of uncertainty, bawling at the top of 
his devilish voice 

‘And now we’re here, we are here' Whoops' Steady, lost 
the leg o’ me drawers ’ 

And then in the house ‘Where are y’, Tillie, me old duck' 
Come on, give us a kiss, that’s it, give us a kiss What* Th’ 
old nag lost a shoe I’ve bm hung up ever s’long The old 
nag lost a ’ 

‘And very lucky you didn’t lose yourself, too, I should 
think!’ 

‘Ah, come on, Tilhe, give us a kiss Silas come all this way 
and you ain’t goin’ give him a mite of a kiss?’ 

‘I’d be ashamed of myself 1 ’ 

‘lam’ 

‘Then just sit down quietly somewhere and don’t plague 
folks and don’t act the jabey George, you get the ham cut 
and see that there’s a knife and fork for everybody and 
enough bread.* 
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‘After you do that, George, me old beauty, go an’ look in 
the back o’ the trap ’ 

‘I recollect I left a few empty bottles under ’ 

‘He’ll do no such thing, Silas’’ 

‘God A’mighty, Tillie God A’mighty, Tillie, they’re 
empty ’ 

‘Trust you’’ 

‘Tah’ Let ’em all come’’ 

And finally we would sit down to supper, the big riming 
table and the many little tables crowded with relatives, my 
grandfather carving the ham and beef, my Uncle Silas 
staggering round the table and then from one table to another 
with bottles of cowslip wine, totting it half over the table- 
cloth, giving an extra stagger of devilry against the ladies, 
and taking no notice even of my grandmother’s tartest 
reprimands and bawling at the top of his voice 

‘Let ’em all come’’ 

‘I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again, you shall not come 
here, Silas, if you can’t behave yourself’ 

‘Let ’em all come’’ 

And bawling constantly, spilling the wine on the floor as 
he walked, he would get back to his chair at last, only to 
stagger up again in less than a minute to fill another glass or 
kiss the lady next to him and show his gall-stone or, worst 
of all, tell us a story. 

‘George, me old beauty, d’ye recollect the time as we cut 
the buttons off old dad Hustwaite’s trousers? Remember 
that, George, me old beauty? Cut ’em off while he sat there 

in “The Dragon” and then ’ 

88 



THE SOW AND SILAS 
‘By golly, Silas, you do * 

‘Cut some more ham, George, quick There’s two plates 
empty ’ 

‘George cut the buttons off while I played him 
dominoes ’ 

‘Some more pickle , Mary Ann 5 ’ 

And one year, as we sat there eating in the summer half- 
darkness, the room rich with the smell of ham and beer and 
the wine my Uncle Silas had spilled wherever he went, and 
all of us except my grandmother laughing over Silas un- 
wrapping his gall-stone and laymg it tenderly in its calico 
agam, my grandfather for some reason got up and went out, 
and m less than five minutes was back agam, with a scared 
look on his face 

‘Silas,’ he said ‘Summat’s happened The pig’s out ’ 

‘Not the sow, George 5 The sow ain’t out 5 ’ 

‘Busted the door down How the ’Anover * 

‘Let me git up God A’mighty, let me git up * 

Somehow my Uncle Silas staggered to his feet 
My grandfather and he were men of utterly opposite 
character, my grandfather as mild as a heifer, Silas as wild 
as a young colt, but where pigs were concerned they were 
equal men Pigs brought out in them the same tender qualities; 
they gazed m mutual meditation over sty-rails, they suffered 
from the same outrage and melancholy when their fitters 
failed or their sows were sick A sow was sacred to them; 
fitters were lovelier than babies. 

And my Unde Silas staggered up as though he were 
choking. 
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‘My God, let me git out Let me git out.’ 

He pushed back his chair, lurched against the table, made 
an immense effort to right himself, somehow managed to 
stagger to the door, and then bawled 
‘George, boy, she ain't m pig^’ 

‘Yis 1 ’ We heard the faint voice far across the farmyard in 
answer 
‘My God' 5 

The next moment we heard my Uncle Silas slither down 
all the five stone steps of the back door, blaspheming at every 
step and blaspheming even more as he sat on his backside in 
the hen-mucked yard outside In another moment we heard 
him blaspheming again as he got to his feet, and still again 
when he found he could not keep them By that time all the 
men in the room were standing up and half the women 
saying, ‘Sit down man, do All this fuss about a pig!’ and 
some of us were already making for the door 
When I arrived on the threshold, Silas was still sitting in 
the yard He seemed to be trying to straighten his legs He 
kept taking hold first of one leg, then another. One minute 
they were crossed and he was trying to uncross them. A 
minute later they were uncrossed and he seemed to be trying 
to cross them again 
He saw me coming down the steps. 

‘Git me up 1 ’ he bawled. ‘God A’mighty, me legs are 
tangled like a lot o’ wool Git me up 1 ’ 

I got hold of him by the shoulders and was getting him to 
his feet, he staggering and slithering like a man on skates 
and swearing wildly all the time, when suddenly there was a 
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bawl of alarm from across the yard and I saw the sow come 
round the straw-stack. 

‘Silas, stop her, stop her!’ my grandfather shouted. ‘Head 
her off, Silas 1 ’ 

‘Git me up, boy, git me up!’ 

Somehow I managed to get my Uncle Silas to his feet as 
the sow came blundering across the yard There was some- 
thing pathetic about her She was like a creature in anguish. 
She was snorting and grunting and slobbermg with distress 
and as my Uncle Silas advanced to meet her he spread out 
his arms, as though in tender readiness to embrace her. 

‘Goo’ gal, goo’ gal,’ he kept saying ‘Come on now, tig, 
tag Goo’ gal Whoa now 1 ’ 

Suddenly she saw him But it was as though she had not 
seen him She simply lifted her head and kept straight on 
My Uncle Silas too kept straight on, muttering all the time 
in his thick tender voice ‘Goo’ gal, come on now, tig, tag, 
goo’ gal Tig’’ and she snorting and slobbering m the gentle 
anguish of alarm at her predicament. 

All at once my Uncle Silas stopped He held up his arms 
and began to leap about with a sort of lugubrious excitement, 
like a man trying to hold up a tram ‘Back, back 1 ’ he kept 
shouting ‘Back Tig back' Tig 1 ’ 

But the sow kept straight on She seemed if anything to 
increase her pace And suddenly my Uncle Silas let out a 
cunous yell of blasphemous astonishment and threw up his 
hands 

The next moment the sow hit him She caught him full 
between the legs and she went on after she had struck him, 
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so that momentarily my Uncle Silas was lifted up For 
another moment he seemed to ride on the sow’s head, back- 
wards, his squat bow legs flapping like the ears of the sow 
herself Then the sow threw him She gave a sort of nodding 
toss of her head, as a horse does to a fly, my Uncle Silas 
falling flat on his back in the yard again, his legs waving, his 
arms clawing wildly at the sow as she stampeded over and 
past him, her great teats flapping his face and half-smothering 
his roars of blasphemous rage 
Then something happened My uncle let out a yell of 
extreme triumph The sow stopped She seemed to stagger, 
as Silas himself had done, as though her legs were tangled 
among themselves, and with my Uncle Silas bawling at the 
top of his voice she gave a sudden sigh and sank on her side. 
‘George, boy, I got her, I got her ! George, I got her 1 ’ 
‘Hold her, hold her 1 ’ 

‘I am holding her' She’s atop on me!’ 

‘Hold her for God’s sake Hold her 1 ’ 

My grandfather came running across the yard and all the 
men and half the women out of the house I ran up too. 

My Uncle Silas had his arms round the sow’s neck They 
were locked m embrace, the sow herself was lymg over on 
his chest, her great belly flattened out softly over one of his 
legs, her teats distended, as though she were about to give 
suck to a litter. 

‘I’m holding her, George, I’m holding her ’ He spoke with 
alternate triumph and tenderness ‘Goo’ gal, tig, lay still, 
goo’ gal.’ 

‘You hold her a minute, Silas, while we git her up.’ 
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‘I’m holding her, George boy I got her all nght.’ There 
was a look of perfect beatitude on my Uncle Silas’s face as he 
lay there with the pig in his arms, a look of pure intoxicated 
content ‘Goo’ gal, tig. I got her, George boy Tig, tig 
Goo’ gal'’ 

‘Now Silas’ — my grandfather and four men bent over the 
sow, seizing her great carcase, m readiness to upheave her — 
‘when we lift you let her goo ’ 

‘I got her, George boy, I got her ’ 

‘You let her goo when we lift, Silas ’ 

‘Tig, tig ’ 

‘Now, Silas, now, let goo Silas, let goo Dali it, how can 
we lift her up if you don’t let her goo 5 ’ 

‘You wanted me to git her and I got her Thass all right, 
ain’t it 5 ’ 

‘Yes, Silas, yes But we can’t git her up if you don’t let her 
goo’ 

‘She’s all right. Let her alone Good old gal, tig, tig.’ 

‘Let goo, Silas, let goo 1 ’ 

Then the men and my grandfather heaved again, but my 
Unde Silas’s arms were tight round the sow’s neck and the 
sow herself lay h alf over him with blissful content, im- 
movable 

‘Silas, you must let goo 1 Now then 1 Silas' Why the 
’Anover don’t you let goo' Let goo, Silas, let goo!’ 

‘Thass all right, George boy, thass ’ 

At that moment my grandmother came up She was a 
small, tart, wiry woman, like a bird, her words were like 
swift pecks at Silas. 
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‘Silas, get up. Get up 1 Silas, I will not have it. Get up'* 

‘He won’t let goo,’ my grandfather said. ‘Every time we 
try to pull the sow off him he won’t let goo ’ 

‘Oh, won’t he’’ 

She suddenly seized hold of Silas by the head, just under 
the neck From that moment my Uncle Silas lost some of 
his gaiety and content 

‘Tilhe, what y’doing on’ Let us alone Tilhe, me old ’ 

‘If we can’t pull the sow off him we’ll pull him off the sow. 
Get hold of him.’ 

‘It’s all right, Tilhe I got her, lemme goo bed with her 
I wanna goo bed with her I wanna ” 

‘I’d be ashamed of myself, Silas Stand up!’ 

Suddenly my grandmother heaved him by the neck and 
the men heaved too The sow gave a grunt and a struggle as 
my Uncle Silas was heaved from beneath her, and m another 
moment both he and the sow were jerked to their feet, her 
great teats swinging free and the back buttons of my Uncle 
Silas’s trousers bursting off at the same time like crackers. 

‘My God, that’s done it Hold ’em up, Silas!’ 

My Uncle Silas gave a single wild stagger, his trousers 
falling down, concertina-fashion, before the men caught him 
and lifted him up and carried him off mto the house, his 
legs win dmill m g, his wicked devilish voice bawling all over 
the farmyard above the voices of the shrieking ladies: 

‘Let ’em all come 1 ’ 

It was the last I saw of him that mght In the morning, 
when I came downstairs, the guests had gone, my grand- 
father was m the fields, and there was no one about except 
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my grandmother, who sat in the chair by the kitchen window, 
sewing the buttons on the back of a pair of tweed breeches. 

‘Your breakfast’s just m the oven,’ she said 

For ten minutes I went on eatmg and she went on sewing, 
neither of us speaking Then she bit off her cotton and laid 
the breeches on a chair 

‘When you’ve finished your breakfast you mi ght take 
them up to him,’ she said. ‘Put them down outside the 
door ’ 

After breakfast I took the breeches upstairs I knocked at 
my Uncle Silas’s door, but no one answered Then I knocked 
again, but nothing happened, and finally I opened the door 
a crack and looked m. 

‘Your breeches,’ I said. 

My Uncle Silas lay submerged by the bed-clothes. I could 
see no thin g of him but his mouse-coloured hair and a single 
bleary bloodshot eye which squinted over the coverlet at me. 
‘Eh?’ 

‘Your breeches ’ 

‘Urn’ 

After that one utterance he was silent. It was, indeed, 
all I ever heard him say of his behaviour with the sow, 
except once, when I reminded him of it over a glass of wine. 
And then he said 

‘What sow? When was that?’ 

‘You remember,’ I said And I told him about it again, 
lau g hin g as I spoke, telling him how he had caught the sow 
and held her down and then how the buttons of his breeches 
had snapped off as we strained to release him. 

96 



THE SOW AND SILAS 

‘You must have been some buttons short that night,’ I 
said ‘Don’t you remember?’ 

He sat silent for a minute, his glass empty m his hand, 
his bps wet and shining with wme, looking at me with the 
blandest cocking of his bloodshot eye in an innocent effort 
of recollection 

At last he shook his head ‘No,’ he said. ‘There’s some 
things you can’t remember ’ His hand was on the bottle. 
‘Mouthful o’ wme?’ 
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M y Uncle Silas had a small rough paddock with a 
bramble cowshed at one corner, with two or three 
acres behind it for corn and potatoes, and one Boxing Day 
he said to Sammy T wiggle: 

‘Sammy, Sam boy, there’s a couple of pheasants as big as 
turkeys roost m that ash again my hovel Come up a New 
Year’s Eve and we’ll git the gun Make a party on it ’ 
Sammy was a retired house-pamter, and he stood about 
six feet, with arms as long as a monkey’s and a face like a 
laymg hen His nose was bulbous 
My Uncle Silas was no beauty either, with one eye blood- 
shot and his way of looking cock-eyed and Satanic at the 
same time But he could see all right, and so could Sammy 
From the tops of ladders, they would say, you got a funny 
view of the world 

So Sammy came stoopmg m at Silas’s door, like a beery 
giraffe, about one o’clock on the afternoon of the New Year’s 
Eve, and Silas said: ‘Sit down, Sammy, and let’s have a wet 
afore we start Mouthful o’ wine 5 Tot o’ cowslip 5 ’ 

He Med two tumblers with wine, and then, as they were 
drinking, he looked hard at Sammy, in wonder ‘What the 
Hanover’s that on top o’ your head, Sammy?’ he said 
‘That 5 ’ Sammy said. ‘That? That’s a shootm’ hat ’ It was 
a big, loose green felt with a fancy feather m it 
‘Shootm’ hat? Looks more like a pair o’ the old lady’s 
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hambags dyed green Shootin’ hat Where’d you git it?’ 

‘You gotta wear a proper hat for shootin’,’ Sammy said 
‘Any fool knows that This hat belonged to Lord W illiam it’s 
a real shootin’ hat.’ 

‘Is it 5 ’ Silas said ‘Well, I’ll lay y’a brace o’ pheasants to a 
trousers button it ain’t So there And I’ll tell you what it is 
It’s a fishin’ hat. The pheasants’ll think you’re a blamed old 
turkey or summat A proper shootin’ hat’s a deer-stalker 
Looks like Noah’s ark on your head, only upside down. I’ll 
show you I got one ’ 

So Silas went upstairs and came down with a check deer- 
stalker on his head, and Sammy nearly had a fit 

‘That? That’s a pike-fishm’ hat,’ he said ‘You undo the 
flaps and you can sit then all day and your ears don’t git cold.’ 

‘Sammy,’ Silas said, ‘a gent was killed in this hat Shot at. 
Mistook for a pigeon That’ll show you whether it’s a 
shootin’ hat or not Look,’ he said ‘You see them two little 
holes this side 5 Well, that’s where the bullets went in And 
you see them two little holes that side 5 That’s where they 
came out Drop more wine 5 ’ 

Silas filled up the tumblers and Sammy, defeated, drank 

‘You got the gun loaded?’ he said. 

‘I bin loading it all morning,’ Silas said. 

The gun was a muzzleloader, about fifty years old, and it 
was the reason for Sammy and my Uncle Silas coming 
together The gun had once belonged to Sammy and my 
Unde Silas had bought it from him for fifteen shillings and a 
young pig on one condition And the condition was that 
Sammy should come and shoot with it once a year. 
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It was a very good gun, except for one thing. There were 
times when it would not go off The trigger would jam and 
nothing on earth would move it Finally, just as you had 
given it up as a bad job, it suddenly went off and blew the 
roof out or killed a cow or something Otherwise a fine 
gun 

Silas always loaded it with powder and shot and old news- 
papers and rusty nails and old rats’ nests and hairpins and 
dried mice and brace-buttons, and, in fact, almost anything 
lymg about, and when it did go off it made a considerable 
impression 

‘Yes, I got him loaded,’ Silas said ‘But we can sit a minute 
They don’t begm to roost until about three o’clock And, by 
gosh 1 Sammy, they’re as fat as butter They’re as big as 
turkeys I been laying corn down for ’em for over a fortnight 
You could catch ’em wi’ your hands.’ 

‘Cocks 5 ’ Sammy said 

‘Cocks And I tell y’ they’re as big as turkeys ’ 

After that they sat still, Silas filling and refilling the glasses, 
for a long tame It was a cold afternoon, with a light piebald 
fall of snow on the fields and the air dead still and frozen 

By the tame they were on the fourth bottle it was three 
o’clock, and Sammy said ‘If we don’t git started, we shan’t 
see whether they’re cocks or hens or bushel baskets.’ 

‘Sammy,’ Silas said, ‘them pheasants are so tame you could 
catch ’em in mousetraps It’ll be kids’ play What’s wrong 
wi’ sittan’ here? Ain’t we all right? Another mouthful o’ 
wine?’ 

So they sat for another half-hour, and the feeling of 
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twilight, snow-wild, was already growing strong when 
finally Silas got up and staggered into the kitchen for the 
gun and the powder-horn and the ramrod and the bag of 
rusty nails and brace-buttons and odd sweepmgs up for the 
reload ‘You carry the bag and the shot, S ammy / he said 
‘I’ll carry the gun And put your hat on straight ’ 

Very offended, Sammy staggered up, with his hat cocked 
on the back of his head lookmg like a cross between a 
bishop’s mitre and a pair of horse’s ear-bags ‘Hat’s as 
straight as I am,’ he bawled ‘Look at that blamed stag- 
stalker o’ youm Terrible ’ 

‘Deer-stalker 1 ’ Silas shouted ‘Not stag-stalker Anyway, 
it’s better’n wearing the old woman’s trousers. Pipe down 
And let’s git on ’ 

‘Shame to leave that drop in the bottle,’ Sammy said, 
‘ain’t it 5 ’ 

‘It is, Sammy, it is Put it in your pocket. Take it with us ’ 

So S ammy put the wine bottle m his poacher’s pocket, 
and, carrying gun and bags and bottle, they staggered down 
the garden and over the fence and across the field. In the 
light snow their tracks made a kind of crazy chain, linking 
up and staggering away, so that Silas bawled at last. ‘What’s 
the use o’ me walking straight if you don’t 5 Pull your hat out 
your eyes, man How d’ye expect to see straight 5 ’ 

‘Who can’t see straight 5 Eh 5 Who can’t see straight 5 I’m 
all nght Where are them pheasants 5 That’s what I wanna 
know.’ 

‘S ammy boy,’ my Uncle Silas said, ‘in a minute. All in 
good time Whoa Stand still You see that hovel?’ 
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‘Winch one^’ 

‘That one 1 There’s only one 1 ’ 

‘You’re a liar There’s two ’ 

‘All right, Sammy There’s two Now you walk over and 
behind that hovel and you’ll see ’em sittin’ on the grass 
waitm’ for you Two cocks Eatin’ corn All you gotta do is 
beat ’em up and I’ll have ’em down afore you can wink ’ 
‘All right,’ Sammy said. ‘Only for God’s sake take that 
blamed stag-stalker off Else they’ll be frit at you.’ 
‘Deer-stalker ! ’ Silas shouted 

Sammy made snake-tracks m the snow Silas moved after 
him with dreamy caution Twilight was deepening with a 
savage orange light on the horizon beyond the hovel. Sud- 
denly Sammy set up a great shout and the pheasants came 
over towards my Uncle Silas on fast, dark wings 
Silas took aim, the gun wavermg about as though held by 
a man with St. Vitus’s dance, and then shot. The kick of the 
muzzle-loader knocked him instantaneously fiat on his back, 
and the pheasants veered and swooped and screeched away 
beyond the house and the spinney and were lost to sight. 
‘You beat ’em too sharp!’ Silas bawled. 

‘Too sharp be damned 1 ’ Sammy shouted ‘That blamed 
stag-stalker frit ’em to death ’ 

They stood in the snow, holding each other up, and had a 
slight offended altercation. It was growing darker They had 
a drink. After the shot and the screech of pheasants the day 
was dead silent And after the drink they began suddenly to 
speak in low voices, as though afraid of being heard. 
‘Sammy, listen to me. You git over th’ other side o’ that 

105 



MY UNCLE SILAS 


hedge and go round by Acott’s barn and see if you can beat 
summat up while I git loaded again There’s pheasants run 
about there like hens I’ll stand under the hedge, so’s 
nobody’ll see me We’ll have a couple down in a pop ’ 

It was almost dark when Sammy climbed the fence, and to 
Silas, standing under the hedge, the clouds looked like 
tawny elephants He stood there for a long time, but nothing 
happened, and then finally he heard Sammy’s voice, in a 
whisper. ‘Ain’t you seen it?’ 

‘Seen what 5 ’ 

‘That pheasant I beat one up as big as a turkey It walked 
through ’ 

‘Walked, by golly 5 I ain’t seen a thing.’ 

‘Wait a minute. I’ll whistle when it’s up ’ 

In a moment Silas heard a faint whistle like the air escapmg 
from the hole in a barrel, but he could see no bird. He 
waited, and then Sammy called in a whisper ‘Why don’t 
you shoot 5 ’ 

‘I ain’t seen nothing ’ 

‘Then take that stag-stalker off and look. He’s sittin’ on the 
fence by the hovel Pip ’im ’ 

Silas looked ‘By gum,’ he said. ‘By gum, if that ain’t the 
biggest pheasant I ever see ’ 

‘Shoot man, shoot afore that blamed hat scares it.’ 

‘Shut up, women’s breeches, and let me git aim ’ 

In the half-darkness Silas took long, slow, unsteady aim 
at the colossal silhouette of the bird on the fence, and then 
pulled the trigger Nothing happened. No sound And the 
bud still sat there. In a great sweat of trouble Silas cocked 
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again, took aim, and pulled the trigger Nothing happened 
To Silas the world went round The great elephant clouds 
swam tipsily And still that colossal myth of a bird sat on the 
fence. Then he cocked a third time and took arm and pulled 
again. But the gun was dumb 

‘Sammy,’ he called. ‘Sammy boy. She’s stuck Quick, 
Sam boy, Sammy.’ 

Sammy fell over the fence, and when he got up again they 
struggled feverishly, in a sweat of despair, to ease the 
trigger off But it was no good. It was as though the thing 
had frozen. And finally Sammy said. ‘It’s no use I’ll catch 
it m me hands You stop here while I creep up and drop 
on it If he gits up and you can fire, then fire like 
blazes ’ 

Sammy made strange tracks m the snow and finally went 
behind the hovel, and from that moment my Uncle Silas lost 
him. All the time he stood trying to ease the gun off, but it 
was no go. 

Then suddenly he looked at the fence and he could see, 
not one bird, but a brace, two vast dark shapes huddled like 
roosting turkeys He began to stagger towards them, stumb- 
ling like a man who had seen a vision. It was a sportsman’s 
nightmare, to see, not thirty yards off, a brace of the biggest, 
and to have, at the same time, a gun that wouldn’t go off. 

And finally he could bear it no longer He stopped, took an 
ann in which the barrel wobbled like a jelly, and then touched 
the trigger The gun went off immediately and knocked him 
flat on his back It always did that He expected it, and he 
was not surprised. 
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What did surprise him was a sound of mo aning It camp 
from beyond the fence My Uncle Silas struggled up, rolled 
across the field like a sailor on the deck of a storm-tossed 
ship, and found Sammy lying in the ditch, with no hat on, 
and a fifteen-pound turkey dead on his chest 

‘You’ve killed me,’ Sammy said. ‘You blowed my hat to 
bits ’ 

‘Good God, it is a turkey,’ Silas said 

‘I’m shot,’ Sammy said ‘You shot my hat off I’m 
done ’ 

‘There was another one A brace,’ Silas said 

‘For God’s sake,’ Sammy said ‘The blood’s r unning 
down my chest For God’s sake, if it’s the last thin g you 
do, git me up ’ 

So Silas picked up the turkey with one hand and got 
Sammy up with the other, and it turned out, after a time, 
that it was not blood running down his chest but wme Then 
it seemed that Sammy could stand up, then that he could 
walk about, and finally that it was not he that was shattered 
at all, but his hat. 

‘We gotta find it,’ he kept saying, ‘we gotta find it ’ And 
at last they did find it, m the next field, in a patch of kale 

‘By gum, there’s some air-holes in it,’ Silas said. ‘The old 
lady’ll feel a draught, won’t she?’ 

And the idea was so good and he laughed so much that 
Sammy wanted to fight him, there and then, in the darkness 
and the snow 

But two days after New Year’s Day he laughed the other 
side of his face. S ammy ’s old lady came up then, and gave 
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him a couple of cracks with a copper-stick that he felt for a 
month 

For it appears., after all, that she did wear that hat But my 
Uncle Silas, m revenge, would never have it at all that it was 
on her head. 
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I N a life of ninety-five years, my Uncle Silas found fimp 
to try most things, and there was a time when he became 
a grave-digger 

The churchyard at Solbrook stands a long way outside the 
village on a litde mound of bare land above the river valley 
And there, dressed m a blue shirt and mulatto brown 
corduroys and a belt that resembled more than anythin g a 
length of machine shafting, my Uncle Silas used to dig 
perhaps a grave a month 

He would work all day there at the blue-brown clay 
without seeing a soul, with no one for company except crows, 
the pewits crymg over the valley or the robm picking the 
worms out of the thrown-up earth Squat, misshapen, 
wickedly ugly, he looked something like a gargoyle that had 
dropped off the roof of the little church, something like a 
brown dwarf who had lived too long after his time and 
might go on living and digging the graves of others for 
ever 

He was diggmg a grave there once on the south side of the 
churchyard on a sweet, sultry day in May, the grass already 
long and deep, with strong golden cowslips nsmg everywhere 
among the mounds and the gravestones, and bluebells 
hanging like dark smoke under the creamy waterfalls of 
hawthorn bloom 

By noon he was fairly well down with the grave, and had 
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fixed his boards to the sides The spring had been very dry 
and cold, but now, in the shelter of the grave, in the strong 
sun, it seemed like midsummer It was so good that Silas sat 
m the bottom of the grave and had his dinner, eating his 
bread and mutton off the thumb, and washing it down with 
the cold tea he always carried in a beer-bottle After eating, 
he began to feel drowsy, and finally he went to sleep there, 
at the bottom of the grave, with his wet, ugly mouth droop- 
ing open and the beer-bottle m one hand and resting on his 
knee 

He had been asleep for a quarter of an hour or twenty 
minutes when he woke up and saw someone standing at 
the top of the grave, looking down at him At first he 
thought it was a woman Then he saw his mistake It was a 
female 

He was too stupefied and surprised to say anythin g , and 
the female stood looking down at him, very angry at some- 
thing, poking holes m the grass with a large umbrella. She 
was very pale, updrawn and skinny, with a face, as Silas 
described it, like a turnip lantern with the candle out She 
seemed to have size nme boots on and from under her thick 
black skirt Silas caught a glimpse of an amazing knicker- 
bocker leg, baggy, brown in colour, and about the size of an 
airship 

He had not time to take another look before she was at 
him. She waved her umbrella and cawed at him like a crow, 
attacking him for indolence and irreverence, blasphemy and 
ignorance. 

She wagged her head and stamped one of her feet, and 
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every time she did so the amazing brown bloomer seemed to 
shp a little farther down her leg, until Silas felt it would 
slip off altogether Finally, she demanded, scraggy neck 
craning down at him, what did he mean by boozing down 
there, on holy ground, in a place that should be sacred for 
the dead 5 

Now at the best of times it was difficult for my Uncle 
Silas, with ripe, red lips, one eye bloodshot and bleary, and 
a nose like a crusty strawberry, not to look like a drunken 
sailor But there was only one thing that he drank when he 
was working, and that was cold tea It was true that it was 
always cold tea with whisky in it, but the basis remained, 
more or less, cold tea. 

Silas let the female lecture him for almost five minutes, 
and then he raised his panama hat and said, ‘Good afternoon, 
ma’am Ain’t the cowslips out nice 5 ’ 

‘Not content with desecrating holy ground,’ she said, 
‘you’re intoxicated, too 1 ’ 

‘No, ma’am,’ he said, ‘I wish I was ’ 

‘Beer!’ she said. ‘Couldn’t you leave the beer alone in here, 
of all places 5 ’ 

Silas held up the beer-bottle. ‘Ma’am,’ he said, ‘what’s in 
here wouldn’t harm a fly. It wouldn’t harm you.’ 

‘It is responsible for the rum of thousands of homes all 
over England!’ she said. 

‘Gild tea,’ Silas said. 

Giving a little sort of snort she stamped her foot and the 
bloomer-leg jerked down a little lower. ‘Cold tea 1 ’ 

‘Yes, ma’am. Cold tea.’ Silas unscrewed the bottle and 
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held it up to her ‘Go on, ma’am, try it Try it if you don’t 
believe me ’ 

‘Thank you Not out of that bottle ’ 

‘All right I got a cup,’ Silas said He looked in his dinner 
basket and found an enamel cup He filled it with tea and 
held it up to her ‘Go on, ma’am, try it Try it It won’t 
hurt you ’ 

‘Well 1 ’ she said, and she reached down for the cup She 
took it and touched her thin bony kps to it. ‘Well, it’s 
certainly some sort of tea ’ 

‘Just ordinary tea, ma’am,’ Silas said ‘Made this morning 
You ain’t drinking it Take a good drink ’ 

She took a real drink then, washing it round her 
mouth. 

‘Refreshin’j am’t it 5 ’ Silas said 

‘Yes,’ she said, ‘it’s very refreshing ’ 

‘Drink it up,’ he said ‘Have a drop more. I bet you’ve 
walked a tidy step 5 ’ 

‘Yes,’ she said, ‘I’m afraid I have. All the way from 
Bedford Rather farther than I thought I’m not so young as 
I used to be ’ 

‘Pah 1 ’ Silas said ‘Young 5 You look twenty ’ He took his 
coat and spread it on the new earth above the grave. ‘Sit 
down and rest yourself, ma’am Sit down and look at the 
cowslips ’ 

Rather to his surprise, she sat down She took another 
drink of the tea and said, ‘I think I’ll unpin my hat.’ She 
took off her hat and held it in her lap 

‘Young?’ Silas said. ‘Ma’am, you’re just a chicken. Wait 
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till you’re as old as me and then you can begin to talk I can 
remember the Crimea!’ 

‘Indeed 5 ’ she said ‘You must have had a full and varied 
life ’ 

‘Yes, ma’am ’ 

She smiled thinly, for the first time ‘I am sorry I spoke as 
I did It upset me to think of anyone drinking in this place ’ 

‘That’s all right, ma’am,’ Silas said ‘That’s all right I 
ain’t touched a drop for years Used to, ma’am Bm a 
regular sinner ’ 

Old Silas reached up to her with the bottle and said, 
‘Have some more, ma’am,’ and she held down the cup and 
filled it up agam ‘Thank you,’ she said She looked quite 
pleasant now, softened by the tea and the smell of cowslips 
and the sun on her bare head The bloomer-leg had dis- 
appeared and somehow she stopped looking like a female and 
became a woman 

‘But you’ve reformed now 5 ’ she said. 

‘Yes, ma’am,’ Silas said, with a slight shake of his head, 
as though he were a man in genuine sorrow. ‘Yes, ma’am 
I’ve reformed ’ 

‘It was a long fight 5 ’ 

‘A long fight, ma’am 5 I should say it was, ma’am. A devil 
of a long fight ’ He raised his panama hat a little ‘Beg 
pardon, ma’am That’s another thing I’m fighting against 
The language ’ 

‘And the drink,’ she said, ‘how far back does that go 5 ’ 

‘Well, ma’am,’ Silas said, settling back m the grave, where 
he had been sitting all that time, ‘I was bom m the hungry 
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’forties Bad times, ma’am, very bad times We was fed on 
barley pap, ma’am, if you ever heard talk of barley pap And 
the water was bad, too, ma’am Very bad Outbreaks of 
smallpox and typhoid and all that So we had beer, ma’am 
Everybody had beer. The babies had beer So you see, 
ma’am,’ Sihas said, ‘I’ve been fighting against it for eighty 
years and more All my puff ’ 

‘And now you’ve conquered it’’ 

‘Yes, ma’am,’ said my Uncle Silas, who had drunk more 
in eighty years than would keep a water-mill turning, ‘I’ve 
conquered it ’ He held up the beer-bottle ‘Nothing but cold 
tea You’ll have some more cold tea, ma’am, won’t you’’ 
‘It’s very kind of you,’ she said 

So Silas poured out another cup of the cold tea and she 
sat on the graveside and sipped it in the sunshine, becoming 
all the time more and more human 
‘And no wonder,’ as Silas would say to me afterwards, 
‘seeing it was still the winter ration we were drinking You 
see, I had a summer ration with only a mp of whisky m it, 
and then I had a winter ration wi’ pretty nigh a mugful m it 
The weather had been cold up to that day and I hadn’t 
bothered to knock the winter ration off ’ 

They sat there for about another half an hour, drinking the 
cold tea, and during that time there was nothing she did not 
hear about my Uncle Silas’s life not only how he had re- 
formed on the beer and was trying to reform on the language 
but how he had long since reformed on the ladies and the 
horses and the doubtful stones and the lymg and everything 
else that a man can reform on. 
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Indeed, as he finally climbed up out of the grave to shafrp 
hands with her and say good afternoon, she must have got 
the impression that he was a kmd of ascetic lay brother 
Except that her face was very flushed, she walked away 
with much the same dignity as she had come There was only 
one thing that spoiled it The amazing bloomer-leg had 
come down agam, and Silas could not resist it 
‘Excuse me, ma’am,’ he called after her, ‘but you’re liable 
to lose your knickerbockers ’ 

She turned and gave a dignified smile and then a quick, 
saucy kmd of hitch to her skirt, and the bloomer-leg went up, 
as Silas himself said, as sharp as a blind in a shop-wmdow 
That was the last he ever saw of her But that afternoon, 
on the 2.45 up-tram out of Solbrook, there was a woman with 
a large umbrella m one hand and a bunch of cowslips m the 
other In the warm, crowded carriage there was a smell of 
something stronger than cold tea, and it was clear to everyone 
that one of her garments was not m its proper place She 
appeared to be a little excited, and to everybody’s embarrass- 
ment she talked a great deal. 

Her subject was someone she had met that afternoon. 

‘A good man,’ she told them. ‘A good man.’ 
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T here were many sides to the character of my Uncle 
Silas which were very doubtful, but there was nothing 
doubtful about his friendship with Walter Hawthorn 
Walter and Silas had been friends for fifty or sixty or 
perhaps even seventy years, though for more than half that 
time they had never seen each other Walter had been a 
soldier: long periods of service on the North-West Frontier, 
the Sudan, garrison at Singapore 

He was a big man, with huge sun-dark hands, massive 
shoulders as stiff and square as iron brackets He had been 
wounded twice on the Frontier and once m the Sudan, but 
he never talked about it. They had given him medals for 
conspicuous gallantry m a tribal ambush m Afghanistan and 
others for long service and distinguished service, and he had 
a row of ribbons that was like a section out of a rainbow But 
he never wore the medals or the ribbons and when folks toed 
to get him to talk about his campaigns and his bravery he 
would just say, ‘Yes, that was in ’79 It was bad,’ or ‘Yes, 
that was in ’84. That was the day ’ 

He was a man who had seen things and done things and 
had helped to make history, but it was as though he had 
done nothing at all There are men who go round the world 
and see all there is to be seen and who come back and say, 
‘It was very mce indeed.’ 

Walt Hawthorn was one of these men. Except that when 
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lie came home, after more than forty years of service, he 
didn’t even say that He said nothing at all, and settled down 
to grow flowers 

It was not the fact that he grew flowers that was in any 
way remarkable it was the kind of flowers he grew My Uncle 
Silas also grew flowers He had always been an ugly little 
man, and it was as though the littleness and ugliness m 
him demanded to be expressed m something huge and 
wonderful 

His dahlias were like grand velvet cushions of salmon and 
scarlet, his asters like ostrich plumes of pink and mauve. He 
gloned in sprays of monster golden lilies that were like the 
brasses in an orchestra He liked roses mto which he could 
bury his face 

But Walt Hawthorn was fond of little flowers His garden 
was at the other end of the lane from my Uncle Silas, and the 
two gardens were like the plus and minus of things Where 
my Uncle Silas’s flowers flaunted and flared over the hedge 
in the sun, Walt Hawthorn had scarcely a flower that could 
look over the fence. 

In spring he grew things like forget-me-nots and violets 
and narcissi and Dresden daisies, m summer he had Virginia 
stock and snapdragons and pinks and button asters When he 
went to my Unde Silas’s garden my Uncle Silas would take 
a yardstick to the dahlias, but when Silas went to see Walt 
Hawthorn, Walt would take him to see a rose no bigger than 
a thimble or his six-inch fuchsia, in a pot, with flowers no 
bigger than a pendant ear-ring 

They went on like this for years. It seemed to consolidate 
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their friendship With other men my Uncle Silas boasted of 
his flowers as he boasted of his women, or he bed of one as 
easily as he lied of the other But he never boasted to Walt 
Hawthorn, and, except for one simple occasion, he never 
lied 

Walt Hawthorn and my Uncle Silas, though they differed 
m almost every other way, were alike on one thing. They 
liked a drink about midday And every day, just before 
twelve o’clock, they walked down to ‘The Swan with Two 
Nicks’ and, without fail, they drank the same thing a pint of 
draught ale 

One day when my Uncle Silas shouted ‘Ready, Walt 5 ’ 
over the fence it was three or four minutes before Walt 
Hawthorn appeared It was a blinding hot day m July, the 
crest of a heat wave that had been rising for almost a week, 
and when Walt appeared my Uncle Silas noticed a curious, 
unusual thing about him He was wearing a bunch of flowers 
in his buttonhole 

Normally, beside my Uncle Silas, Walt Hawthorn looked 
like a man on stilts, but that day, as they walked down the 
road in the blazing sunshine, it seemed to Silas that Walt 
had shrunk a litde The brackets of his shoulders seemed 
to have bent down a litde. His feet kept scraping the 
ground. 

My Uncle Silas looked at the flowers in his buttonhole. 
‘Toffed up a bit 5 ’ he said. 

‘Ah,’ Walter said His eyes were fixed on the distance. 
‘Got me medals on.’ 

Silas did not take much notice of that remark. He took it 
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for a kind of joke He did not take much notice of the next 
remark either. 

‘Don’t walk so fast, general,’ Walt said 

The reason Silas did not take much notice of this remark 
was because there were odd times when Walt Hawthorn did 
call him ‘general’ What he noticed was that Walt was 
walking very slowly 

Silas noticed this all the way to the pub and all the way 
back, and he noticed it even more the following day. It was 
hotter than ever that day, and Walt had a bigger bunch of 
flowers in his buttonhole. 

‘Got your medals on again*’ Silas said. 

‘Yes,’ Walt said, and suddenly he took one of the flowers, 
a pansy, and put it in Silas’s buttonhole. 

Silas did not say anything There was nothing very 
odd after all m putting a flower in the buttonhole of a 
friend But when they reached the pub something else 
happened. 

Walter began to take all the flowers out of his own coat 
and put them into Silas’s buttonholes — not only the button- 
holes of his coat but the buttonholes of his waistcoat and 
then the buttonholes of his trousers The large sun-browned 
hands moved very gently. They handled the little Virginia 
stocks and pansies and pinks, limp now from sun, with crazy 
affection. My Unde Silas did not say anything, but as he 
sat there, letting the flowers be threaded foolishly and 
lovingly into his garments, he felt that he saw a big man 
growing little before his eyes. 

He saw the eyes of a big man who had seen the world and 
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had helped to hammer out its history becoming the eyes of a 
child who has seen nothing and wants to do no thin g better 
than play with a handful of flowers 

Gradually Silas got Walter Hawthorn out mto the sun 
again and began to lead him home For a time they walked 
very slowly Suddenly Walter leapt mto the air and shd 
down mto the ditch by the roadside, pulling Silas with him, 
and began to fire at rebel tribesmen on the North-West 
Frontier. 

It was then that my Uncle Silas began to tell lies to Walter 
Hawthorn He told him hes about everything the dead, the 
living, the way the fight was going After the skirmish was 
over he got Walter back to his house and then told more hes. 
Yes, there was plenty of ammunition Yes, the general was 
here Then Walter began to pomt to the flowers in the 
garden, raving ‘See ’em’’ he yelled ‘See ’em? See ’em, 
general’’ and Silas got ready to he about them, too, thinking 
that perhaps Walter saw them as soldiers But Walter leapt 
up in crazy terror ‘It’s a mirage 1 ’ he shouted ‘It’s a bloody 
mirage ’ 

Soon after that he became quieter He sat in the kitchen, 
in the cool, out of the sun, and Silas gave him a little whisky 
and water. Then Silas got him to he down on the sofa, and 
after that he went home. 

It was less than two hours when Silas went back to him. 
When he went mto the garden, m the dead still heat of the 
afternoon, he was dumbfounded. The flowers had been 
pulled up everywhere; they were strewn over the paths and 
the grass and the steps of the house and in the house itself. 
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They had been clawed up by the desperate savagery of a man 
who sees a mirage and wants to grasp it before it vanishes, 
and Walter himself was lymg down among them, exhausted, 
like a man who had fought all his campaigns m a sin g l e 
afternoon 

Later that evening they fetched him m an old-fashioned 
limousine with black bobbed curtains that could be drawn 
over the windows He was quite quiet and gentle and Silas 
helped to lead him out of the house In his huge feeble hands 
he held large bunches of little flowers 
‘Well, general,’ he said to Silas, ‘where are we bound for 
this time? India’’ 

‘India it is,’ Silas said 

He stood m the road and watched the limousine depart 
As it went down the road he saw one of Walter Hawthorn’s 
huge hands come out of the window The hand flung flowers 
on to the road, and in that moment it seemed to my Uncle 
Silas that Walter Hawthorn was a happy man. 
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W hen I was a little boy my Uncle Silas used to tell me 
about a man named Porky Sanders, and how he knocked 
him into Kingdom Come 

‘Porky the Gorilla they used to call him, 5 he would say, 
‘and he was champion o’ the world 5 
‘A boxer’ 5 

‘A boxer’ 5 my Uncle Silas would say with great derision. 
‘Boxing wasn’t heard on I’m talking about the days o’ prize 
fights I’m talking about the days when you chewed a man’s 
ear off if you didn’t like his whiskers ’ 

‘Did you ever chew a man’s ear off’’ I would say 
‘Boy,’ he would say to me with great solemnity, ‘I was the 
champion ear-chewer of the county ’ 

Then he would go on to tell me that it was about 
the year 1870 ‘The year the horned wheat stood nearly 
ten feet high in Deanes’ forty acre, at the bottom of the 
lane I ain't kiddin’ you Everything was bigger in them 
days 

‘Take a man,’ he would say, ‘like Porky. At the time I’m 
tdlrn’ y’ about. Porky stood six foot six and weighed about 
twenty stone He could hold six beer-glasses in the palm of 
his hand Yes, boy And two men could stand m one leg of 
his trousers. Yes 1 ’ he would say, ‘all the best men were big 
men in them days.’ 

‘But you were a little man,’ I would say. 
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My Unde Silas would look at me with a deadly serious 
cock of one eye, with the bland, sly darkness that he always 
kept for awkward moments and awkward questions. 

‘Yes, boy. Yes, I was a little man,’ he would say ‘But I 
always had a big head * 

After that my Uncle Silas would go on to describe not only 
how big Porky Sanders was and how famous he was, but what 
a smashing, hell-fire, holy terror he was It was not simply 
that he was a man who fought it was not only that he was a 
man who bit off other men’s ears It seemed that he was a 
kind of dictator who walked about crushing other men under 
his foot like beetles 

He walked mto pubhc-houses and bounced beer-barrels, 
and if the landlord didn’t like it, he would, my Uncle Silas 
said, bounce the landlord If he fancied an apple, he clawed 
branches of apples from over a garden wall as he passed; if he 
wanted a leg of mutton, he walked mto the butcher’s shop 
and grabbed the meat with one hand and belted the butcher 
with the other, and then walked out of the shop gnawing the 
raw meat like a toffee-apple 

If he fancied a girl he picked her up and walked away with 
her under his arm, more or less, like a prize puppy He 
drank a gallon of beer at a time, and when he walked down 
the street the women went indoors and the men all got 
together m a bunch for safety 

Did I know a man named Sip Turner, my Unde Silas 
said, a man with a nose that looked like a corkscrew? Well, 
that was some of Porky Sanders’s work Porky had picked up 
the man by the nose and spun him round like a Catherine 
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wheel, one day in ’69, because he wouldn’t call him ‘sir ’ 
That’s the kind of man he was, Silas said, the biggest belch- 
ing blustering blackguard in the county A real gorilla 

‘And why,’ I would want to know, ‘did they call him a 
gorilla 5 ’ 

My Uncle Silas had an answer for everything ‘Been a 
sailor,’ he said ‘Been a sailor and got marooned for eighteen 
months on an island off the cost of Africa, and all that time 
never ate nothing but gorilla meat Don’t you see,’ he said 
‘That’s what made him so strong 5 ’ 

And so gradually I got fixed in my mind the awful, blood- 
thirsty, terrifying picture of the flesh-eating, ear-chewing, 
woman-grabbing Porky Sanders The only thing that began 
to trouble me was how my Uncle Silas had knocked him into 
Kingdom Come 

‘I am coming to that,’ he would say ‘I am coming to that 
You see, it was like this There was a lady A great friend of 
name Vicky her name was. And one day Porky picked 
her up ’ 

Here my Uncle Silas would pause with great significance, 
as though this had been one of the fundamental moments in 
history. ‘And that,’ he would say, ‘is where he made a very 
great mistake ’ 

‘I bet you challenged him 5 ’ I said 

‘Yes,’ my Unde Silas would say. ‘Yes, boy, I challenged 
him Raw fists Any time Any place Every knock-down a 
round Fight to go on until one man couldn’t get up no 
more Yes, I challenged him — and he laughed at it Laughed 
fit to bust himself’ 
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I asked what happened then 

£ I just let him laugh, boy,’ he said, ‘and then got to work 
You see, Vicky didn’t like being picked up by that gorilla 
any more than any other girl She hated it like poison, but 
she couldn’t do nothing So I got on to her first “Vicky,” I 
says to her, “play on his pride ” ’ 

And then he would go on to tell me how the girl had 
played on his pride, asking him if he was afraid of a little 
bit of a winkle like Silas, telling him how people were 
saymg he was afraid, and urging him to cut Silas up, once 
and for all, into sausage meat She kept at him for days, and 
at last it worked ‘Then,’ Silas said, ‘I got her to feed him 
on cucumbers You see, it was hot weather And she’d say 
to him, “Porky dear, you got to keep your blood cool 
Porky dear, the best thing in the world you can eat is 
cucumbers ” And she got round him on that, too, and 
somehow she kept him on nothing but cucumbers for a 
fortnight 

‘Cucumbers and beer,’ he said, and then went on to tell 
me how he worked with the landlord at the pub, too how the 
beer would be free for Porky every night and not only how 
it would be free, but how every pmt had been specially 
jiggered behind the bar a spoonful of salts m it, a pill or 
two, a packet of something from the chemist’s, things that 
turned his stomach to fire and water. 

‘So that in the end,’ my Uncle Silas said, ‘what with the 
bellyache from the beer and the bellyache from the cucum- 
bers, Porky turned up for the fight looking as green as a 
boiled frog ’ 
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‘And all you had to do,’ I said, ‘was lick him with one 
hand ’ 

‘Better than that, 5 my Uncle Silas said, with great modesty. 
‘Better than that I licked him with no hands at all 5 

There was always a moment in my Uncle Silas’s stones 
when something or other seemed too good to be true, and 
this, it seemed to me, was such a moment 

Uncle Silas must have seen the doubt rising m my eyes, 
for a moment later he went on 

‘Boy, didn’t I tell you I was a little man, but I had a big 
head 5 Well, I didn’t tell you that for nothing 5 ’ He cocked 
his bloodshot eye at me with swift, diabolical wickedness 
‘The fight was down on Vine Hills,’ he went on, ‘you 
know — under the wood, just before you get to that big 
slope ’ 

‘Near the river 5 ’ I said 

‘Near the river,’ he said, and then he went on to tell me 
how it had happened how all he did was to clutch the gorilla 
by the waist and bunt his head into a stomach tired and weak 
already from beer and purges and cucumbers, and how at 
first it was a kind of standstill bunting, then a run and a bunt, 
and then a charge and a bunt, every bunt producmg a low, 
agonized, sour sort of groan 

Finally, I got a picture of my Uncle Silas standing half- 
way across the field, and Porky being held up by the thick 
excited crowd, and my Uncle Silas bearing down on him 
with a sort of charge of the Light Brigade, Porky being 
driven mexorably farther and farther down the slope until 
at last, with a triumphant and masterful bunt, my Unde 
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Silas put him with a sort of inverted belly-hopper mto the 
river. 

At the end of it my Uncle Silas would gaze airily about 
him with extreme modesty ‘Yes, that’s how,’ he would say, 
‘I knocked Porky Sanders mto Kingdom Come ’ 

‘Is it?’ a voice would say. 

And we would turn to see, as always at the conclusion of 
some riper, more racy tale, my Uncle Silas’s housekeeper in 
the room, tart, irascible, iron-eyed, disgusted ‘Well, if it is,’ 
she would say, ‘I’d be ashamed I’d be ashamed I would 
Tellin g the boy such downright nonsense and such tales 
about things that never happened ’ 

For a minute my Uncle Silas, sardonic and unruffled, 
would retain a kind of apostohc composure. 

Then he would speak ‘Tales’’ he would say ‘I don’t see 
no difference in telling a tale like that and telling a tale about 
a woman turning mto a pillar o’ salt, or a man who was alive 
for three days in a fish’s belly.’ 

And now that I come to think of it, nor do I. 
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‘i-T-tHE world/ my Uncle Silas used to say, ‘looks different 

JL from the top of a ladder ’ It was a remark based on 
years of experience, for m the ’sixties and ’seventies my 
Uncle Silas had been a thatcher 

It was a good trade, with plenty to do, and as tune 
went on my Uncle Silas bought himself a little beer- 
coloured nag and a little flat two-wheeled cart, and drove 
himself for twenty or thirty miles out and about the 
countryside, thatching barns and houses, stacks, and lych- 
gates 

He could cling to the side of a house in a March wind like 
a monkey, and there was no one like him for combing out the 
thatch until it was as smooth as a girl’s hair or trimming a 
rippled eave to the line of a scallop-shell 

In an age of thatchers he was a master, and, like all 
masters, he signed his work His signature was a cockerel 
With a comb like a newt and a tail like a fan of barley and 
looking altogether flamboyant and triumphant about some- 
thing, this cockerel was twisted out of straw and fixed to 
gable and stack-top and barn-roof wherever my Uncle Silas 
went 

■ It was a sign that became m time as well known as a 
barber’s pole, and m time, too, it gave rise to a sort of 
proverb ‘When the cockerel’s about/ they said, ‘let the 
hens look out/ 
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One day my Uncle Silas was thatching a shop-roof 
down in Bedford On the lower floor of the shop you 
could buy ribbons and calico, dress materials and hats; 
on the upper floor there were twenty little dressmakers 
working under a supervisor, who looked, as my Uncle 
Silas said, as if her bosom was made of mangel-wurzels 
and her heart of crab apples She was very fair, solid and 
suspicious 

Every time he went up the ladder with a load of straw or 
pegs she clucked like an old hen with chickens Every tune 
he came down again she would be standing at the window, 
spread out, hiding the chickens behind her All the time, my 
Uncle Silas said, she looked as red as if she was gomg to lay 
an egg 

A mourning order had come m, everyone was working 
against time The girls were pretending to be very serious, 
as if damped down by death, and they had not time to look 
at him 

All except one She was a little brown creature sitting near 
the window, and every time Silas went up or down the ladder 
she lifted her head and grinned at him Her hair was a 
brownish-red shade, and it crinkled and fluffed like hens’ 
feathers 

Once when he came up the ladder the window was 
open enough for him to speak to her. ‘Nice day,’ he 
said 

‘Very.’ 

That was all she said But it almost made my Unde Silas 
swoon off the ladder It had a tender, intoxicating sound 
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that turned his legs to water. When he came down again he 
said* 

‘When does old turmp-face go home for dinner?’ 

‘Doesn’t go Has dinner here.’ 

‘When do you go 5 ’ he said 

‘Don’t go Have my dinner here, too.’ 

As he went down the latter he heard the old turnip’s voice 
snap out ‘Less looking out of the window, Elizabeth, and 
more concentration on your work I’ve to take these dresses 
to be fitted at two o’clock ’ 

At five minutes to two my Uncle Silas saw the old turnip- 
faced supervisor come out of the shop with a large brown- 
paper parcel under her arm, at two o’clock precisely he was 
up the ladder, giving a sort of cockadoodledoo to the girls 
through the window, at ten minutes past two he had climbed 
through the window and was properly playing the cockerel 
m the hen-roost 

The girls fluttered and twittered, and it wasn’t long before 
he was plaiting a love-knot with some odd strands of straw 
for the little brown-haired creature who had been sitting 
near the window. 

She was so sweet and attractive that he forgot all about the 
thatching, and the girls, it seems, forgot all about the super- 
visor My Uncle Silas was just beginning to plait love-knots 
for each of the twenty dressmakers on a sort of barter system, 
no kiss, no love-knot, when one of the girls, who had been 
downstairs to fetch a length of velvet, rushed excitedly into 
the room, slammed the door and said the supervisor was 
coming back upstairs. 

Ks 
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Even as she spoke they could hear the clump of her feet 
on the stairs and in the ten clear seconds that followed there 
was nothing for it but to clap my Uncle Silas, like Falstaff, 
into the nearest linen basket 

And from there, looking through the wickerwork, he saw 
the supervisor come m She flounced in, put down the parcel 
in a great hurry and proceeded to tell twenty innocent- 
looking girls, half of them hiding love-knots to then bosoms, 
why she was back so soon. 

It was the age of tight-lacing, fainting-fits and general 
feminine hysteria m the face of catastrophe, and it seemed 
that the mother and daughter for whom the mourning dresses 
had been made were in a state of prostrate hysterics and 
could not be fitted 

‘Which is why,’ the supervisor said, ‘I had to come back. 
The mother is about my size and the daughter is about the 
size of one of you We’ll have to fit them as best we can 
Fanny, unpack the parcel Lucy, help me off with my dress ’ 

Well, as my Uncle Silas said, the world looks different 
from up a ladder, but it’s nothing to how different it looks 
through the cracks m a linen-basket. 

‘I always thought the Rock of Gibraltar was well fortified,’ 
he would say ‘But it was nothing to the fortifications old 
turnip-face had on. She’d got more whale-bone than a 
whale. Talk about the Siege of Ladysmith It was nothing 
She could have held out for a century Even her legs were in 
sandbags ’ 

‘Elizabeth,’ the supervisor said, ‘slip off your dress and 
just try the other one on.’ 
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As she spoke, a sort of tittering rustle of feathers went 
through the twenty dressmakers, my Uncle Silas stuffed 
bits of dress material into his mouth to keep from having 
hysterics himself, and a moment later he was looking 
at the mcest array of pale pink petticoats he had ever set 
eyes on 

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘pink petticoats And fifty years ago that 
meant something ’ 

And then he would go on to tell me how he had remained 
a prisoner m the lmen basket all that afternoon, taking his 
alternate review of, as he said, fortifications and fancy-work, 
until his body was cramped and stiff and even his heart had 
pins-and-needles 

And it was his heart, it seems, that went on having pms- 
and-needles for a long time afterwards, for when he finally 
got out of the basket late that evening, after the shop was 
closed and the girls had gone, he climbed down the ladder 
and almost fell mto the arms of the little brown-featured 
creature waiting for him at the bottom with a straw love- 
knot pinned at her neck 

‘And what happened 5 ’ I said ‘What did you do 5 ’ 

‘Boy,’ he said, ‘I did the only thing you could do in them 
days when you’d seen a lady in her petticoats.’ 

‘And what was that 5 ’ 

‘I married her,’ he said. ‘She’d have been your aunt if 
she’d lived.’ 

And as he spoke there would come mto my Uncle Silas’s 
eye an expression not often seen there It was soft, distant, 
regretful, and indescribably tender. It transfixed him for 
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one moment and then he became his old sardomc self 
again. 

‘Yes,’ he would say, ‘they say when the cat’s away the 
mice’ll play But it’s nothing to what the hens’ll do when the 
cockerel pops m the roost ’ 
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G offy Windsor was a tall, streaky fellow with a horse- 
face and legs like ostrich’s, who boasted he could 
run a mile m five minutes 

My Uncle Silas, who had legs that wouldn’t have stopped 
a pig in an entry and who never, of course, boasted about 
anything, used to tell how he challenged Goffy to a five-mile 
race, and beat him to a frazzle. 

There are many men like Goffy Wmdsor When they are 
young men they wm bets for drinking a quart straight off, 
they hit cricket balls for six, they floor the board at skittles 
five times running, they rim a mile in five minutes 
No one has much to say about this But gradually, as they 
grow older, they begin to recall how they drank a gallon 
straight off for ten nights running, how they hit a cricket 
ball over a church steeple and killed a chicken stone dead on 
the other side, how they used to be able to floor the skittle 
board six tames out of six, blind-folded, left-handed, upside 
down, and throwing between their legs, and finally, how they 
kmcked five seconds off the mile-time for the world’s record 
in 1889, easy as shelling peas, only it was never official 
It was like this with Goffy Wmdsor. Whenever there was a 
crowd of strangers m ‘The Swan with Two Nicks’ on a 
Saturday mght, Goffy would begin to demonstrate the 
kidney punch he used for knocking out the welter-weight of 
Great Britain and Ireland m 1891 — ‘Of course the kidney 
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punch is barred now, 5 he’d say — or the under-arm break 
that made a ball come in two feet six and bowl Georgie 
Colson, the county man, m 1894 — ‘only, of course, they 
bowl over-arm nowadays’ — or the famous occasion when 
he did the mile in 4 minutes 59 3 secs on a practice run — 
‘and old Charley Taylor would tell you it was right, too,’ 
he’d say, ‘only Charley’s dead ’ 

One mght Goffy was telling a young man in a fancy 
pullover how he once raced against all-comers at the Crystal 
Palace and left them standing, when my Uncle Silas inter- 
rupted 

‘Goffy,’ he said, ‘you were a ’nation good miler But any- 
thing over a mile and you were poor stuff Why, I’d hck you 
myself’ 

‘Don’t talk wet,’ Goffy said. 

‘I ain’t talking wet,’ Silas said, ‘I’m challenging you If 
this gentleman here likes to put up a bit of a side-stake I’ll 
race you for five miles any day When and where you like ’ 

‘That’s fine,’ the young man said ‘I’ll put up a couple o’ 
quid stake Go on ’ 

So they settled it there and then that Goffy and Silas 
should run a race in three weeks’ tune, on a Sunday morning, 
between Carlton and Solbrook, on the top road above the 
river 

‘I don’t want to be hard on you, Silas,’ Goffy said ‘So I’ll 
give you a mile start ’ 

‘No,’ Silas said. ‘But I’ll tell you what. You can give me 
five minutes’ start All right?’ 

‘Anything you like,’ Goffy said. 
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‘And everybody off the track No bikes Nobody That all 
right 5 ’ 

‘Anything you like,’ Goffy said 

They shook hands on it and the young man m the 
pullover put down his money with the landlord, and the next 
day Goffy went mto training. He put on a sweater and 
rubber shoes and trotted through the village every morning 
In the evenings, at the pub, he drank ginger ale and slapped 
his chest and let all-comers feel how his legs were coming on 

All the time my Uncle Silas did not do anything He did 
not go mto training and he could see no sense m drinking 
ginger ale He did not boast at all, but three days later he 
gave out that he couldn’t sleep at nights for sciatica 

‘Sciatica?’ they said. ‘That am’t much good for running, 
is it?’ 

‘No,’ he said ‘No And I get cramp too Chrome ’ 

By that tame everybody was talking about the race and 
there was already a lot of money on it, too When the word 
went round that my Uncle Silas wasn’t training and that he 
was suffering from cramp and sciatica the odds against him 
lengthened to io to i 

That night he talked it over with Walter Hawthorn, and 
the next day Walter gave it out that Silas was suffering from 
a strained groin and rheumatics m the knee joint- and one 
or two other minor ailments, like gum-boils 

Altogether everybody thought that Silas was in a very poor 
way mdeed, and that day Walter Hawthorn got a lot of money 
on him at 20 to 1 The mght before the race Uncle Silas 
threw a fit, so next morning the starting price was 33 to 1. 
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The race was due to start at ten o’clock from ‘The King's 
Head’ in Carlton Goffy turned up looking like an ostrich in 
white drawers, and did a lot of fancy exercises, loosening-up, 
m front of the pub My Uncle Silas was in just his shirt and 
trousers and a pair of rubber shoes, and had an ash-bough 
in his hand to keep the flies away 

At ten o’clock my Uncle Silas went trotting off - , looking 
just like a squat little pig that can’t and won’t be hurried 

My Uncle Silas trotted on for five mmutes and then calmly 
lay down in the middle of the road He lay there for a few 
mmutes, fairly comfortable, resting, getting his wmd back, 
and then Goffy came ostriching out of the distance, wheezing 
like a harmonium. 

Goffy hadn’t then got his second wmd, and he was trying 
to go very hard when he saw Silas lymg flat in the road as 
if he were dead 

He bent over my Uncle Silas. ‘Silas,’ he said, ‘are you all 
right 5 Y’aint done for 5 ’ 

My Uncle Silas, who was lymg on his back, gave a groan 
somewhere between a bellyache and the sound of a priest 
intoning for a lost soul. 

‘Can I do anythmk, Silas 5 ’ Goffy said ‘Can I do anythink 5 ’ 

‘In my hip-pocket,’ Silas whispered. ‘There’s a botde m 
me hip-pocket ’ 

Goffy lifted Silas upright, and then found the bottle and 
put it to Silas’s hps. ‘What is it, Silas?’ he said. 

‘Whisky,’ Silas said m a slobbmg sort of voice. ‘Have a 
drop ’ 

By this tune Goffy was feeling badly about things He 
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kept thinking about Silas’s sciatica and rheumatics and the 
fit he had thrown, and he took a long, sudden drink of 
whisky to steady himself 

‘Gofiy,’ my Uncle Silas said, ‘it might be the last time I 
shall see you If it is, I want you know you ain’t to blame,’ 
Gofiy, who had eaten nothing smce six o’clock that 
morning, and had drunk nothing stronger than ginger ale 
for a fortnight, took another smack at the whisky 

‘You think you can carry me to the house back there’’ 
Silas said ‘Carry me if you can, Gofiy ’ 

Gofiy looked up and saw a house about half a mile back 
along the road His heart sank ‘It’s too far,’ he said ‘But 
I’ll run back I’ll run back as quick as I can and get some- 
body,’ Then he took another swig at the whisky and pelted 
back along the road 

My Uncle Silas let him get safely round the first bend m 
the road and then he got up and trotted steadily on He knew 
that he had almost a mile start and he knew something that 
Gofiy didn’t know The whisky was a mixture of whisky, 
brandy, and rum m equal parts 
A mile farther on, as he passed a house, a man named 
Arthur Watkins rushed out, yelling. 

‘Hey, where’s Gofiy?’ 

‘Miles back,’ Silas said. ‘In a bad way. You ought to give 
give him a drink of summat when he comes by ’ 

Fifteen minutes later, when Gofiy came by feeling as if 
he were running upstairs and his head knocking on the 
ceiling, Arthur Watkins rushed out with a tumbler of 
elderberry wine. 
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Gofiy took hold of the elderberry wine and killed it one 
smack, and then went on with his eyes bulging out of his 
head like boss-marbles He was mad with Silas and mad 
with himself He couldn’t see straight, and half a mile 
farther on a man rushed out of a row of cottages with a glass 
of parsnip wme eight years told Gofiy drank it in one blow 
and then rushed off agam, feeling as if he were on a round- 
about 

‘Hey! Not that way,’ the man said ‘You’re gomg back ’ 
By the time Gofiy got as far as the bridge at Filmersham, 
and was lying down on the river bank, bathing his head m 
the water, my Uncle Silas was sitting m ‘The Swan with 
Two Nicks’ having a pmt of draught ale with bread and 
cheese and a bunch of spring onions 
Everybody was very mad with Gofiy, because the odds 
were extremely painful, and for many years Gofiy was very 
mad with my Uncle Silas Indeed, from that time onwards 
he never talked about races at all 
Races, on the other hand, appeared to mterest my Uncle 
Silas more than ever 

‘Gofiy,’ he would say, ‘I know you ain’t a reading man 
But some day you ought to read about a race between the 
tortoise and the hare ’ 
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W hen I heard that my Great-uncle Silas was dying, I 
did not believe it He was so old that it had always 
been hard for me to realize that he had ever been bom It 
had always seemed to me that he had simply turned up, very 
old and imperishable, with his crimson neckerchief and his 
bloodshot eye as bright as the neckerchief, his earth- 
coloured breeches, his wmey breath, and that huskily 
devilish voice that had told me so many stories and had left 
as many tantalizmgly half-told Yet I remember how he 
would often tell me that he could recollect — the word was 
his own — standing on a corn-sheaf, m his frocks, and suck- 
ing at the breast his mother slipped out of her dress and 
held down for him in the harvest-field ‘They had the titty, 
them days, till they were damn near big enough to reap and 
tie ’ Though he might very well have made it up ‘I was alius 
tidy thirsty,’ he would say at the end of that story, or m fact 
at the end of any story ‘Mouthful o’ wine 5 ’ he would say 
It was his favourite phrase. 

It was early autumn, m the middle of harvest, when I 
heard that he was dying. If it had been winter, or even 
spring, I might have believed it But in autumn, and at 
harvest, it was un th inkable, absurd His late peas would be 
co ming mto pod for seventy years he had reckoned on them, 
without fail, for a last blow-out, with a goose and a dish of 
apple-sauce made from his own first cookers, on Michaelmas 
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Sunday Who would pick the peas and gather the apples 
and lard the goose if he were to die> His potatoes would be 
dead ripe, the pears would be dropping into the golden 
orchard as mellow as honey, the elderberries would be 
drooping over the garden hedge m grape-dark bunches, ripe 
for wine. What would happen to them if Silas died> What 
could happen* No one else could dig those potatoes or 
gamer those pears or work that wine as he did The very 
words ‘Silas is dying’ seemed fantastic Moreover I had 
heard them before Hearmg them once, I had hurried over 
to see him for the last time, only to find bum up a ladder, 
pruning his apple trees with a jack-knife, all of a muck- 
sweat, with his jacket off, in the winter wind ‘I heard you 
were dead,’ I said He hawked and spat with a sort of gay 
ferocity. ‘Ever hear the tale of the old gal who heard I was 
dead and buried, and then seed me in “The Swan”? She 
never touched another drop ’ 

When the news again came that he was dying I thought 
of his words And I did not trouble to go over to see him. 
In imagination I saw him digging his potatoes m the hot 
September sun or mowing the half-acre of wheat he grew 
every other year at the end of the paddock, ‘just so as I 
shan’t forget how to swing a scythe ’ The wheat kept him in 
bread, which he baked himself. He sent me a loaf sometimes, 
its crust as crisp as a wheat-husk and a dark earth-colour, 
and I often went over to help him band and carry the wheat 
Even when I heard he was dymg I expected every day to 
hear he had mown the wheat and was ready for me I took 
as little notice of the news as that. 
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But unexpectedly there came other news 

‘They say Silas doesn’t know what he’s doing half the 

time 5 

Not ‘Silas is ill,’ or ‘Silas is dying’ or even ‘Silas is un- 
conscious,’ but ‘Silas doesn’t know what he’s doing.’ The 
words were ominous, a contradiction of my Uncle Silas’s 
whole life, his principles, his character, his amazing cunning, 
his devilish vitality They perturbed me, for they could 
mean so much They might mean that my Uncle Silas had 
so changed that he now no longer knew beer from water or 
wheat from beans, that he had dug his potatoes under-ripe 
or earned his wheat wet or made his wme from green elder- 
berries If it meant these things then it also meant the end. 
For what separated my Uncle Silas from other men was 
exactly this. He knew what he was doing How often had I 
heard him say with a cock of his bloodshot eye and the most 
devilish darkness ‘I know what I’m doing, me boyo I 
know what I’m doing ’ 

The day after hearing the news I went over to see him. 
His little stone reed-thatched house, squatting close under 
the shelter of the spinney of pines, was visible from afar off. 
There was always a puff of wood-smoke rising from the 
chimney, very blue against the black pines, winter and 
summer alike, if my Uncle Silas were at home. It was lovely 
September weather, the air breathless, the sunshine very 
soft and the pale amber colour of new wheat straw, and I 
saw the smoke rising up as straight as the pines themselves 
as I walked up the lane to the house 

It was a good sign If the smoke were rising my Unde 
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Silas was at home, if he were at home it was a fhnnsgnd to 
one, in summer-time, that he was m the paddock or the 
garden, or if not there, by his chair at the window, his mole- 
coloured head and his scarlet neckerchief just visible among 
the very old, sweet-leaved white and mauve geraniums 
But that afternoon he was not in the paddock, where the 
wheat stood ripe and half-mown, and I could not see him in 
the garden, where the pears lay wasp-sucked and rotting in 
the yellowing grass Walking up the garden-path, with the 
rank marigolds and untidy chrysanthemum stalks swishing 
heavily against my legs, I frightened a jay off the pea-rows 
I stopped at once But my Uncle Silas did not appear The 
jay squawked in the wood A jay on the pea-rows, and no 
sign from my Uncle Silas' I did not even look for him at the 
wmdow, among the geraniums 
As I reached the door of the house I heard the clopping 
of the housekeeper’s untied shoes coming along the stone 
passages to meet me Before she appeared, I stepped over 
the threshold and looked mto the room The house was the 
same as ever, with the same eternal smell of earth and tea, 
of wood-smoke and balm, of geranium-leaves and wine 
There was even the faint earth-smell of my Uncle Silas 
himself But his chair was empty. 

The housekeeper appeared a moment later, as scrawny and 
frigid as ever, and more straight-lipped, m the same black 
skirt and grey shirt-blouse and iron corsets that she seemed 
to have wom ever since my Uncle Silas had first engaged her, 
bringing with her as she had done for so many years, that 
smell of carbolic soap which had so often made him say, ‘I 
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do believe you were suckled on soap ’ But that afternoon she 
looked tired, she seemed relieved to see me, and she broke 
out at once 

'Oh 1 dear, he’ll wear me out ’ 

There was a sort of melancholy affection for him in her 
voice, and I knew at once that there must be something 
wrong 

‘Where is he?’ I asked 

But before she could reply his own cracked voice called 
suddenly: 

‘I’m here, me boyo, in here ’ 

‘Where’s that’’ I called 

‘In the parlour,’ the housekeeper whispered 

‘All among the fol-di-dols,’ called my Uncle Silas ‘Come 
in ’ 

As I walked across the passage between the two rooms the 
housekeeper entreated me m another whisper, ‘The doctor 
says you mustn’t tire him ’ 

The doctor' My Uncle Silas not to be tired' He who could 
have mown a forty-acre field and not be tired' It was all 
over, I thought, as I pushed open the parlour-door and 
went in and met the stale antimacassar odour of the closed 
room 

And there, under the window, on an old black couch of 
American leather, with a green horse-rug over him and his 
sun-brown arms lying uselessly over the rug, lay my Uncle 
Silas. By his side was the night commode, and a little 
bamboo table with two wine-glasses and two bottles of 
lemon-coloured and blackish medicine on it. 
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‘Now don’t go and talk and tire yourself,’ said the house- 
keeper 

‘Go and wring yourself out, y’old wet sheet 1 ’ he croaked 

‘What’s that? If you ain’t careful. I’ll pack me bag and 
leave you lying there So I’ll tell you 1 ’ 

‘Pack it 1 And good riddance ’ 

‘Ah, and I will 1 ’ She flashed off to the door. 

It was the old game she was always leaving and never 
leaving, my Uncle Silas was always dismissing her and 
always keeping her. 

‘Look slippy and bring us a bottle o’ cowslip,’ he said. 
‘And don’t talk so much ’ 

But she was outside the door, without a word and not 
heeding him, before he had finished speaking He lay back 
on the sofa, gloomily ‘Won’t even let me wet me whistle,’ 
he said. 

He lay silent for a moment or two, his eyes watery, his 
chest heaving a little ‘I puff like an old frog,’ he said I did 
not answer, and until he regamed his breath and his calm- 
ness I could not look at him again, and I let my eyes wander 
over the room instead, over the fol-di-dols he hated so 
much, the accumulated knick-knacks of nearly a hundred 
years, the little milky glass vases, rose-painted cups, 
mahogany tea-caddies, ruby wine-glasses, all the dear pretty 
thin g s that he despised and never used To find him there 
among them was a tragedy itself He loved living dungs, 
and the only living things m that room were ourselves and 
the afternoon sunlight yellowing the closed window. 

‘Sit down,’ he said at last His voice so weary that I hardly 
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recognized it ‘Can you find a seat? All the damn chairs in 
this room are bum-slippy 1 ’ 

I sat down on one of the black American leather chairs 
that matched his couch 

‘Well,’ I said ‘What’s the matter with you’’ 

He shook his head ‘I am’t worth a hatful o’ crabs ’ 

I could hardly bear the words To hear that he didn’t 
know what he was domg, to see a jay on his pea-rows, to 
find that he mustn’t drink or talk or tare himself and now 
to hear him say, ‘I am’t worth a hatful o’ crabs ’ My heart 
sank It seemed to mean that his spirit was already dead 
And no sooner had I thought it than he half-cocked his eye 
at me with a famt flicker of the old cunning. 

‘See that jay on the pea-rows?’ he said. 

‘Yes ’ 

‘Ah. I’ll jay him ’ 

And then, with a sudden Satanic flash of his bloodshot eye 
that surprised and delighted me, he whispered 

‘Mouthful o’ wine 5 ’ 

I sat astonished ‘I thought they wouldn’t let you drink?’ 
I said 

He winked. ‘In the medicine bottles,’ he said ‘Elderberry 
m the dark and cowslip m the hght Pour out. Mouthful o’ 
cowslip for me ’ 

Smiling, I poured out the wine and he lay smiling back 
at me with all his old subtlety and wickedness. As I gave him 
the glass he whispered: ‘I fill ’em o’ nights when she’s 
a-bed.’ 

We drank in silence. 
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‘What’s the doctor say?’ I asked 
‘Says another drop o’ wme will kill me ’ 

He finished his wme and wiped out the glass on the horse- 
blanket before putting it back on the table The wme 
twinkled in his eyes and had already flushed away the dead 
yellow colour of his skm And suddenly he shot up in bed, 
craning his tough thick neck to look out of the window 
‘That jay again 1 God damn it, go and get my gun ’ 

I knew he meant it and I rose at once and went to the door. 
But he had raised his voice, and the housekeeper had heard 
him She was in the room almost before I had moved, with 
the old despairing cry 
‘Oh 1 he’ll wear me out 1 ’ 

She seized him sternly, forcing him back on the pillows 
while he shouted at her. 

‘You interferin’ old tit! I’ll shoot that jay if I have to 
shoot you first 1 ’ 

‘He don’t know what he’s saymg or doin’,’ she said to me 
And then to him, as she straightened his blankets inexorably 
‘You’ll take your medicine now, jay or no jay, and then 
get some sleep ’ 

As she took up the dark medicine bottle and poured out 
his measure mto the wine-glass he kept lolling out his 
tongue, sick-fashion, and rolling his eyes and compl aining , 
‘It’s like drinking harness oil and vinegar, oh ! it’s like 
drinking harness oil and vinegar Ach 1 ’ 

‘Drink it!’ She forced the glass mto his hands and he 
crooked his elbow on the pillow, lolling his tongue m and 
out. 
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She turned away to draw down the blinds. No sooner was 
her back turned than he lifted his glass and gave me a swift 
marvellous look of the wickedest triumph, licking his tforfr 
red lips and half-closing his bloodshot eye. The glass was 
empty and he was lying back on the pillows, smacking his 
mouth sourly, before she turned her head agam. 

‘I’ll come and see you,’ I said, with my hand on the 
door-latch 

‘Ah, do I s’ll have the taters out next week and the wheat 
down Come and give us a hand ’ The faint shadow of that 
wicked and triumphant smile flickered across his face ‘So 
long, me boyo ’ 

Outside, m the garden, I asked the housekeeper what was 
the matter with him 

‘It’s senile decay,’ she said. ‘He’s losing the use of his 
legs and half the time he don’t know what he’s doing It’s 
just the medicine that keeps him going ’ I had no doubt 
it was 

But one morning, a week later, I heard that he was dying, 
and m the afternoon I went over to the house A gentle ram 
had been falling all morning, a quiet whispering September 
ram, and the air, very still and sultry, was saturated with the 
fragrance of wet pmes. Crossing the paddock, I noticed that 
the wheat had been mown and half-banded and that the 
elderberries had gone from the garden-hedge. In the garden 
itself there was an intense ram-heavy stillness, unbroken 
except for the fretful twitter of swallows gathering on the 
house thatch Looking across the rank thicket of dahlias and 
sunflowers beyond the apple trees I caught a glimpse of a 
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dead blue jay strung on a hazel-stick among the pea-rows, 
its bright feathers dimmed with ram 
The housekeeper came to meet me at the door, her finger 
uplifted and her lips pursed tight to silence me 
‘How is it with him 5 ’ I whispered 
‘Bad,’ she said ‘Very bad He won’t see to-morrow ’ 

‘Can I see him 5 ’ 

‘He won’t know you. He’s very strange ’ 

Yes, he was very strange He had begun to turn day into 
mght, she told me he would doze all day and then, in the 
dead of mght, while she was asleep, he would wake and ferret 
m the cellar or mow his wheat and dig his potatoes and gather 
his elderberries for wine She had suspected nothing until, 
awakened early one morning by a gun-shot, she had hurried 
into the garden to find him stringing up a dead jay in his 
pea-rows It seemed that sometimes, too, he would drink 
his medicine in one swig, by the botdeful He was so far 
gone as that 

When she had finished speaking I went mto the house to 
look at him he lay there, as before, on the leather couch, 
among the fol-di-dols, the green horse-rug over him and his 
brown hands lying listlessly outside it He seemed to be 
asleep yet there was something half-alert about the expres- 
sion of his closed eyes, as though he were listening to me or 
perhaps to the ram I stood for a moment watching him And 
suddenly his eyes half-opened and a gaze that had m it 
some of the old strength and wickedness rested on me 
darkly In a moment his lips moved too. 

‘What’s the weather?’ he said 
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‘It rams,’ I said. 

‘Let it,’ he whispered. 

It was a flash of the old spirit In a moment it was gone 
and his lips closed without another sound, and his eyelids 
lowered with a sharp flicker that was like a last wink at me 

I never heard him speak again. When we went m to him 
again, in the evening, he had turned day mto mght for the 
last time The ram had ceased The sun had broken through 
and was shining on the empty medicine bottles and his 
dead hands. 
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A little more than a year after my Uncle Silas died 
and was laid under the sycamores m the churchyard 
overlooking the river, I walked through the fields one 
afternoon to look for the last time at the htde house by the 
pine spinney where he had lived for seventy years It was 
soft autumn weather, the sunlight as mellow and still as 
Silas’s cowslip wine 

As I went up the lane to the house I looked for the old 
sign of things- smoke rising from the chimney, the old 
summer bird-scares, age-green hats on sticks ,and inside- 
out umbrellas and twirling shuttlecocks, scarecrows made 
up of odd legs of Silas’s pants and bell-bottomed trousers 
and the housekeeper’s ancient hat and chemises, the 
ladder in the late apple trees, the bonfire filling the garden 
and the spinney and the fields with smoke that hung 
in sweet-smelling clouds under the pines and the golden 
cherry leaves I listened for the cluck of Silas’s hens and the 
grunting and rooting of the sohtary sow he had always 
kept m the black sty under the elderberries at the garden 
end 

But it was very quiet, oddly silent everywhere. I could hear 
nothing And then, coming to the garden gate, I saw that the 
gate and the fence, ram-green and patterned with prints of 
orange fungus for as long as I could remember, had been 
neatly repaired and painted white. The effect was curiously 

176 





MY UNCLE SILAS 

sepulchral But it did not trouble me It was only when I 
saw, beyond the fence, the stump of a sawn-down apple 
tree, and then another, and then another of a cherry tree, 
and beyond that a wide empty space where the gooseberry 
trees had been, and beyond that another white fence in place 
of the old wild elderberry hedge, that I began to grow per- 
turbed and finally angry And for some minutes I stood there 
on the grass outside, helpless, staring at the white fences, the 
empty garden, the sawn-off tree-trunks, the newly white- 
painted windows until suddenly I could bear it no longer 
It was the trees which finished me lovely summer apple 
trees and the black-heart cherry trees and the yellow plums 
Sawn down 1 Scrapped' God Almighty 1 

I opened the gate and slammed it shut agam and walked 
up the path to the front door It was shut — and painted 
white' The saintly effect of that repeated whiteness was too 
much I hammered the door with my stick I was pretty 
well worked up, ready for anything, with enough scorching 
irony ready on my hps to have burnt the paint off that 
door. 

And then, waiting there, furious, I saw something els? The 
old sweet pink-and-white double roses that had grown on 
either side of the door for countless years had been sawn 
down too The anger went out of me at once I went listless. 
And there I stood; feeling pretty idiotic and as dumb as a 
bnck, the irony evaporated with the anger, my whole spirit 
flat 

Thai the door opened And instantly my anger rose up 
agam, but not bitterly. It was a sweet, nice anger — precise, 
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juicy My mouth was watering as though after a sour-sweet 
apple. 

A young woman had opened the door She too was dressed 
in white She seemed to me like a paling out of the white 
fence; straight up and straight down, straight and white 
whichever way I looked at her Her face was white, too: a 
pasty, town white She was knitting She carried the white 
wool and the white bone needles m her hands She looked 
newly married And, seeing me standing there, angry-faced, 
with the stick, she looked frightened 

‘Good afternoon,’ I said I spoke mcely, sweetly, as 
though I wanted to sell her an msurance policy or a sewing 
machine. 

‘Good afternoon.’ Her voice was prim a white blameless- 
life kind of voice, decently distant, half afraid 

‘I was wondering,’ I said, ‘if you would allow me to take 
some notes about the house and garden They have — histone 
associations ’ 

She looked more scared than ever. I could see at once 
that she thought I was a har and a trickster Her white- 
knuckled hand was tight on the door, ready to slam it m my 
face Her pnm eyes were full of the fear that I was about to 
burst m and take the spoons and seduce her and help myself 
to the food in the pantry. 

Then I said: ‘I am a reporter I represent The Nemoeald 
Telegraph.' 

The change m her was wonderful She softened at once 
She put the white knitting in the pocket of her white overall. 
But still a little of her fear remained. 
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‘My husband isn’t in,’ she said. 

‘I have three children,’ I told her 

The remark finished it all For one moment she seemed to 
waver, in doubt, and then I said 

‘It would make a mce little article We might want a 
picture to go with it ’ 

I was saved again She could see herself in the paper; the 
highest of all honours 

‘I’m afraid I can’t tell you much,’ she said ‘We have only 
just come to live here We are only just married.’ 

‘Just so ’ 

I took out an old envelope and scribbled on it ‘White 
bridal veil ’ 

‘When did you first occupy the house, Mrs. ?’ 

‘Mrs Wade-Brown. Early this summer.’ 

‘Who lived here before that’’ 

‘An awful old man I didn’t know him, but the place was 
m an awful state Seeds hung up m paper bags all over the 
bedroom ceilings Rotten apples on the bedroom floors And 
there was no bathroom We had to have a bathroom put in.’ 

‘You had to have a bathroom put in,’ I said, and I wrote 
on the envelope. ‘White bath ’ 

‘He was a terrible old man who lived here,’ she said. 

‘I know,’ I said. 

‘Did you know him’’ she said. 

‘Everybody knew him. He was famous — notorious.’ 

‘We found hundreds of empty bottles in the cellar,’ she 
said ‘He must have done nothing else but drink.’ 

‘He didn’t,’ I said ‘He drank himself to death.’ 
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She was speechless 

‘It was tie cellar I wanted to see/ I said ‘It is the cellar 
which is historic ’ 

She hesitated 

‘In what way histone’ 5 she asked ‘I was a school-teacher 
before I was married I never heard of it 5 

‘A man hid there/ I said ‘A sort of conspirator A long 
time ago 5 1 was not lying now it was true My Great-uncle 
Silas had hidden there, with the police of half the county 
looking for him, though that is another story 

I began to wipe my boots on the doormat, scribbling with 
mock deference on the old envelope all the time. 

And, finally, she led me into the house Stepping over the 
threshold, I breathed in at once, instinctively, to catch the 
smells of old tea and earth and wine and geraniums, all the 
warm rich odours of my Uncle Silas 5 s long existence there 
But the air was dead stale with the odours of new French- 
polished furniture and wool rugs and oilcloth And one look 
at the room was enough the prim, black-framed verses on 
the clear walls, new fire-grate m place of the old faggot-oven, 
the wedding presents all arranged on the piano and the side- 
board with the correctitude of a showroom m a furniture 
shop There was something ice-cold about its parsimonious 
respectability 

The woman saw me looking at it. ‘It’s very different from 
when we found it, 5 she said. 

‘Very different 5 

‘You must mind the stairs down to the cellar. They’re 
very dark We never use it/ 
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‘Perhaps I’d better go first,’ I said ‘I could li ght a match 
for you.’ 

‘No, no I’ll get a candle ’ 

There was a spirit of devilry in me, a sudden inhpri tq n r ? 
from my Uncle Silas himself, and suddenly, while she was 
looking for the candle in the back-kitchen, I slipped down 
the stairs as quickly and easily as unbuttoning the button of 
an old waistcoat — zip' 

Then at the bottom, turning and looking up again, I saw 
the woman’s face above the unlighted candle She looked 
scared again 

‘What happened’’ she said ‘Did you fall? Wait a minute. 
I’ll bring the candle ’ 

She came timidly down the dark stairs, and I took the 
candle at the bottom and struck a match and lighted it. 

We were in the cellar And suddenly I breathed It was 
like the breath of another world the wine and dampness, the 
musty odour of ferment and dust and spider-webs The 
walls were yellow in the candle-light. Big shadows fell and 
ballooned over them as I raised and lowered the candle. 

‘Was it in here he hid?’ she said. 

‘In here ’ 

And then I saw something botdes, dark, dust-covered 
bottles, six or seven of them, standing in the darkest comer 

‘Botdes,’ I said I tried to be casual, mdifferent, as though 
botdes could mean nothmg to me 

‘Where?’ she said. ‘I thought the cellar was empty ’ 

I put the candle on the stone floor and took up one of the 
botdes It was full. I held it in my hand for a moment in 
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suspense Then I took out the cork and sniffed. It was 
wine, elderberry I did not know what to do with myself. 
I was smelling the wine again when the woman said: 

‘What is n?’ 

‘Vinegar,’ I said. ‘Smell ’ 

She smelled ‘It’s a queer vinegar,’ she said 

‘It’s worked,’ I said, ‘fermented It’s in a state of ferment.’ 

I hardly knew what I was saymg I put back the cork and 
picked up another bottle and uncorked that and smffH 
again It was elderberry 

‘Vinegar,’ I said 

Then I took up another bottle and another and another 

‘They’re all vinegar,’ I said 

Then suddenly I saw a bottle of light glass I could see the 
wine m the candlelight, glowing with the lovely translucent 
cowslip light I knew so well. 

‘What’s that’’ she said 

I smelled The old delicate flower aroma of the wine was 
wonderful 

‘Harness oil,’ I said 

I put the cork back before she could move or speak There 
were still two other bottles I picked them up and sniffed of 
them and recorked them before she could wink. 

‘All harness oil,’ I said 

‘The old man left them That awful old man,’ she said. 

But I was looking at the bottles m mock perplexity. 

‘They’re dangerous,’ I said. 

‘How? Dangerous’’ 

‘They may burst— blow up. You’d better get rid of them.’ 
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I picked up the candle ‘Get a sack and we’ll put them m 
and I’ll dump them in the ditch when I go ’ 

‘Would you 5 ’ 

Five minutes later we came up the cellar steps a gain , she 
carrying the candle, I with the sack of wine on my back 

‘Outside,’ she kept saying ‘Outside Whatever you do, 
put them outside ’ 

I laid the sack tenderly on the earth outside the door 

‘It’s very good of you,’ she said ‘Have you taken all the 
notes you want 5 ’ 

‘I should like to see the garden,’ I said. 

We walked together down the garden path. The place had 
been ruined a neat, parsimonious htde lawn had been 
laid down where Silas had grown his potatoes, the old sun- 
flowers had gone and the old lilac trees, the place where the 
loveliest of all lilies had grown was a bed of red geraniums 
I could not bear it Only the thought of the sackful of harness 
oil and vinegar kept me from flying into anger again 

Then, at the foot of the garden, I saw something which 
almost shocked me It was the pig-sty. The lilacs and 
cherry trees and lilies and roses had gone, but the pig-sty 
remained. 

‘You keep pigs 5 ’ I said. 

‘Oh, no, no I should be sick * 

‘But there’s the sty.’ 

‘Oh, but it’s empty. It’s going to be knocked down. My 
husband is going to knock it down. We shall use it for fire- 
wood when winter comes.’ 

I leaned over the sty-rails and looked on dung-stained 
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bricks and whitewashed shelter Then I unlatched the gate 
and walked into the sty I was just bending down to look 
through the pig-door when the woman cried out: 

‘Oh, don’t go in there 1 ’ 

‘I’m very sorry,’ I said 
‘There’s a gun in there ’ 

‘A gun 5 ’ 

‘It’s been there ever since we came My husband found it 
It’s loaded He daren’t let it off ’ 

I looked at her seriously 
‘Have you a licence 5 ’ 

‘Oh, no.’ 

‘You know you can get mto serious trouble for having a 
gun without a licence,’ I said. 

‘Trouble 5 No'’ 

‘Yes,’ I said ‘And then guns are dangerous You say it’s 
loaded 5 ’ 

‘Yes ’ She was scared, whiter than ever 
‘I’d better have a look at it,’ I said 
I bent down and went mto the inner sty The floor was 
still strawed and the gun was hanging on a nail on the 
wooden wall. I took it down It was plainly my Uncle Silas’s 
gun His name was lettered on the stock m crude letters 
almost smoothed out agam by use and time It was an old 
muzzle-loader, and the barrel had been stuffed with paper 
and filings and old nails and ball bullets and powder I had 
seen my Uncle Silas knocked flat on his back mto the 
potatoes with the kick of it 

After a moment I went through mto the sty-yard, carrying 
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the gun in my hand as carelessly as though it had been a 
banana. 

The woman retreated away. 

‘Do be careful,’ she said 

‘All right,’ I said ‘I’m going to let it off.’ 

She was terrified ‘When’ How’’ 

‘Have you got some string’’ I said. ‘Good string. A long 
piece ’ 

She fled into the house While she was gone I leaned the 
gun against the sty-rail and stared about the garden, trying 
hard to find some object m it that I could blow to smith- 
ereens, but the place was as bare as a piece of ploughed- 
land And very soon the woman came running back with the 
string m her hands 

‘You won’t hurt anything’ You’ll be careful’ You won’t 
do any damage’’ 

I began to fix the gun to the sty-rails, lashing it with string, 
and when that was finished I tied the remaining string 
to the trigger 

The woman was trembling. 

‘You’re not frightened’’ I said. I spoke sweetly to her, with 
the greatest consideration 

She shook her head. 

‘You must stand away,’ I said. 

At first she stood a yard or two away, and then ten yards, 
and then when she saw me cocking the gun and letting out 
the string she was thirty yards off, and the last I saw of her 
was as she stood on the threshold of the house, with her 
hands over her ears and her face as white as her wool. 
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A second later I pulled the string The bang was terrific, 
shattering I had aimed the gun at the pines, and the moment 
after the shot had torn through the trees there was a sound 
as though the sky were suddenly hailing cotton reels And 
then before the last of the pine-cones had clattered down it 
seemed as though I had peppered all the rooks and jackdaws 
in the parish There was nothing but a wild sound of the 
cawing and squalling birds flying high over the garden and 
the pines m the still, autumn air 
It was a wild, crazy sound, and it brought the woman 
running out of the house again 
‘Is it all rights What have you done 5 What is it 5 ’ 

I was untying the gun from the sty-rails as she came up, 
and I turned to her and spoke with great seriousness a gain 
‘You see what might have happened,’ I said ‘You see 5 
This gun is so old it might have burst ’ 

She nodded 

‘I’ll take the gun away and ditch it with the bottles,’ I said 
‘It’s no good ’ 

The rooks were still flying wildly round and round, and 
the sound of then calling and of my voice seemed to terrify 
her into acquiescence She said nothing, and I finis hed 
untying the gun. 

We walked back up the path in silence, the rooks and daws 
still circling madly above the pines It was not until we 
reached the house that she spoke at all. 

‘I’m sorry you had that trouble,’ she said She spoke as if 
I had done her a great service. ‘I shall be glad to be rid of 
the awful things.’ 
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Tm sure you will ’ 

‘My husband xs a teetotaller, and he doesn’t shoot,’ she 
paused ‘Have you got your notes 5 ’ 

‘I’ve got my notes,’ I said 

We stood in silence for a moment, awkwardly I wanted to 
get away before her suspicions began again and she sent for 
the pohce, and I began to screw up the neck of the sack in 
readiness to swmg it over my shoulder 
And then she remembered something 
‘Once before,’ she said, ‘someone else came and wanted to 
look round the house ’ 

‘Yes 5 ’ 

‘A woman,’ she said ‘She said she wanted to look at the 
place again for the last time ’ 

For some reason I could find nothing to say, and I stood 
m silence while she told me of how on a day in summer a 
woman — it could only have been my Uncle Silas’s house- 
keeper — walked mto the garden and stood there like someone 
stupefied, not saying much except to repeat at intervals that 
she wanted the old bath. ‘I should like the old bath as a 
keepsake, to do my washing in ’ The young woman didn’t 
understand her, and then the old woman stood there in the 
garden and began to cry, still saymg that she wanted the old 
bath, until finally, as the young woman herself said to me, 
‘I had to send her away because I could see she was either 
drunk or wrong in the head.’ 

I picked up the sack and slung it on my shoulder. ‘I 
shan’t want to carry it far,’ I said 
‘It’s good of you to carry it at all,’ she said. 
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A moment later I thanked her and said good afternoon 
and opened the white garden gate and began to walk down 
the lane with the sack filled with the bottles on my shn n1H^ r 
At the foot of the lane I turned back She was still standing 
there, at the white gate, watching me, as though she were 
still thinking about me 

I was thinking, too But not of her, or the changed house, 
or the desolated garden, or the heavy wine-bottles clanking 
in the sack, or even my Uncle Silas himself 
I was thinking instead of that tart and irascible house- 
keeper, a flint-hearted iron-corseted woman, a tartar, a sour 
old tyrant, standing there in the summer garden, all broken 
up and stupefied, weeping her heart out for something 
nobody would ever understand 



